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February 16, 2025 
 
Testimony in Full Support of HB729 HD1, Relating to Marriage of Minors 
House of Representatives Committee on Judiciary & Hawaiian Affairs 
Wednesday, February 19, 2025 at 2:00 pm in Conference Room 325 
 
Dear Chair Tarnas, Vice Chair Poepoe, and Committee Members: 
 
Child marriage, or marriage before age 18, was legal in all 50 U.S. states as of 2017. Thanks to 
the advocacy of groups like Zonta International, UNICEF, and Unchained at Last, that is 
changing. Delaware and New Jersey in 2018 became the first two states to end this human 
rights abuse, followed by American Samoa in 2018; the U.S. Virgin Islands, Pennsylvania, and 
Minnesota in 2020; Rhode Island and New York in 2021; Massachusetts in 2022; Vermont, 
Connecticut, and Michigan in 2023; and Washington, Virginia, and New Hampshire in 2024. 
 
However, child marriage remains legal in 37 states – including Hawai‘i  –  and is happening in 
the U.S. at an alarming rate. More than 300,000 children as young as 10 were married in the 
U.S. since 2000 – mostly girls wed to adult men.   
 
Based on testimony on HB729 by the Hawai‘i Department of Health, from 2010-2020 there 
were 216 people under 18 where both claimed Hawai‘i residency plus 19 marriages with a 
person under 18 and a non-resident.  Although most are within a few years in age, some 
ranged from 10-21 years age difference and two had an adult groom who was older than the 
minor girl by many years.  We feel that even one child married in Hawai‘i is one too many.  
 
Here are the four main reasons we must end child marriage in the U.S. and Hawai‘i: 
 
1. Child marriage can easily be forced marriage. The age of majority, when children become 
legal adults and get the rights of adulthood, is 18 or higher in every U.S. state. Children who 
have not yet reached the age of majority have limited legal rights and therefore can easily be 
forced into marriage or forced to stay in a marriage. They face overwhelming legal and 
practical barriers if they try to leave home to escape a forced marriage, get help from an 
advocate, enter a domestic violence shelter, or retain an attorney. 
 
Perhaps most shockingly, children typically are not allowed to initiate a legal proceeding – 
such as seeking a protective order or even filing for divorce – unless they act through a 
guardian or other representative. This outrageous legal setup puts the “lock” in “wedlock.” 
The United Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights categorizes all child 
marriage as forced marriage. 
 
2. Child marriage destroys nearly every aspect of American children’s lives, including their 
health, education, and economic opportunities. It even undermines their physical safety. 
Individuals in the U.S. who were married before age 18 report high rates of physical, sexual, 
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financial, or emotional abuse during their marriage as well as unwanted or unplanned 
pregnancies. 
 
And the impacts of underage marriage are even more severe for teen mothers. Teen mothers 
who marry and then divorce are more likely to suffer economic deprivation and instability 
than teen mothers who stay single – and marriage before age 18 has a 70-80% divorce rate. 
 
Child marriage is recognized globally as a harmful practice that disempowers women and girls 
in particular and hinders gender equality. The U.S. State Department has called child marriage 
a human rights abuse. 
 
3. Child marriage undermines statutory rape laws. In most states and under federal law, sex 
with a child that would otherwise be considered rape – in some cases, felony rape – becomes 
legal within marriage. In those situations, the marriage license becomes a “get out of jail free” 
card for a child rapist. 
 
In some states, statutory rape remains a crime within marriage. The marriage is legal, but sex 
within the marriage is rape. In those situations, the state that issues the marriage license 
sends a child home to be raped. 
 
At least 60,000 child marriages in the U.S. since 2000 occurred at an age or with a spousal age 
difference that should have been considered a sex crime. Of those child marriages, 88% gave 
a rapist a “get out of jail free” card, while 12% sent a child home to be raped. Either way, the 
marriage license made a mockery of statutory rape laws. 
 
4. Child marriage can also be a form of human trafficking. Due to loopholes in immigration 
laws, thousands of American girls are being trafficked legally for their citizenship, forced to 
marry adult men from overseas so the men can get a U.S. visa. Similarly, American men are 
legally importing child brides from overseas. 
 
Join the movement to end child marriage in the U.S. Please pass HB729 HD1 and make 
Hawai‘i the fourteenth state to legally ban child marriage. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
Barbara Hastings     Julie Tulang 
Foundation President      Club President    

 
 


