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Supplemental Evidence to the Joint Committee on Human Rights Inquiry into the Human Rights of Adults with Learning Disabilities
Crime and Abuse against Adults with Learning Disabilities

Extract – Forced Marriages of Adults with Learning Disabilities
3) Forced Marriage (Civil Protection) Bill

3.1) Since we submitted our original written evidence the Forced Marriage (Civil Protection) Bill [HL] has passed through its Committee and Third Reading Stages in the House of Commons.  In response to Jo Swinson MP raising the issue of special measures assistance, MPs related how their constituents with learning disabilities had been forced into marriage.  Dominic Grieve MP stated:

“There is a school in my constituency for children with learning disabilities.  I am afraid that there is a consistent pattern of girls being removed at the age of 16 to be sent to the Indian subcontinent – if that is where they originate from – to be married, even though many of them probably have little understanding of what it is they are going to do.”

Ann Cryer MP:

“Over the years, I have been involved in some very upsetting interviews with families putting pressure on me to allow their son or daughter to bring in a spouse from the subcontinent.  They said that they wanted the spouse to take care of their son or daughter.  I can understand their problems, but to meet the young boy or girl who clearly did not know what was going on was upsetting, so I should welcome anything that can help young people in such situations.”

3.2) We welcome that the Government reaffirmed during the Bill’s Committee Stage that intermediaries and other special measures may be used in forced marriage protection order cases and that it is important to encourage the courts to use these measures
.  However, our organisations are disappointed that the Government did not accept the need for an explicit entitlement to special measures provision on the face of the Bill.  Instead, Bridget Prentice MP, Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Justice, stated that:
“An early task for us is to discuss with the president of the family division the possibility of his issuing a practice direction to promote the effective handling of such cases in courts that have jurisdiction over such cases.  A key element of such a practice direction is to set out what special measures are available to assist vulnerable witnesses in giving evidence.”

3.3) While this does not go as far as we would like, we hope that the Joint Committee will join us in welcoming this commitment to issue a practice direction.  We also hope the Joint Committee will recommend that this practice direction be complimented with training for family division judges on how adults with learning disabilities need assistance to give their best evidence and how special measures can assist them in doing this.
3.4) The debate on this Bill has begun to improve the very low profile of the issue of the forced marriage of adults with learning disabilities.  We hope that the Joint Committee will help us ensure that this issue does not disappear from view again by addressing the issue of adults with learning disabilities forced into marriage in its report.
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