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1. Introduction
This list of issues report, compiled by the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Sierra Leone with support from the Lutheran World Federation, highlights progress and concerns on the government of Sierra Leone's implementation of the Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) and the recommendations given in the last review. 

There has been notable progress in the implementation of the CEDAW, including the enactment of gender-responsive laws and policies, and the introduction of initiatives aimed at advancing women’s rights. However, there are concerns regarding trafficking and exploitation of women and girls, gender stereotypes and cultural norms that discriminate against women, weak enforcement of laws, widespread sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV) in homes and schools, the persistence of female genital mutilation (FGM), poor healthcare access, and daily challenges of equality before the law and in marriage. 

The report recommends comprehensive legal reforms, increased funding for gender equality and women’s rights initiatives as well as community-based sensitization programs to dismantle socio-cultural norms hindering the full implementation of the CEDAW.Bottom of Form

2. Background
The Evangelical Lutheran Church in Sierra Leone (ELCSL), a member of the LWF, was established in May 1988 and is operational in four regions of Sierra Leone with a total membership of 5,840 people. ELCSL is part of the ecumenical family working to promote peace, justice, and social harmony and cohesion after eleven years of civil war.  ELCSL has played a significant role in peace-building processes in the country and is currently disseminating peace messages at congregational and community levels as part of the strategic work plan of the Council of Churches in Sierra Leone (CCSL), and the Inter-religious Council. 

The Lutheran World Federation (LWF) is a global communion of 154 churches under the Lutheran faith tradition, living and working together for a just peaceful and reconciled world. LWF member churches represent more than 78 million Christians in 99 countries. These member churches strive to put the Christian faith into action through humanitarian and development work, advocacy, shared witness and dialogue, recognizing and addressing systems and situations of imbalance and injustice to help transform relationships between people. 

[bookmark: _Hlk203011453]3. Methodology 
This report is based on desk analysis and a series of multi-stakeholder consultative workshops conducted as part of the initial steps in preparing this report. Regional workshops were held in Bo and in Freetown, bringing together stakeholders from the Ministry of Gender and Children’s Affairs, Ministry of Justice, Sierra Leone Human Rights Commission, the Family Support Unit of the Sierra Leone Police, civil society organizations (CSOs), including community-based organizations, women’s groups, youth groups, Council of Churches Sierra Leone, and organizations working with people with disabilities. 

Separate focus group discussions (FGDs) were conducted to capture the perspectives, lived experiences, and recommendations of diverse stakeholders on women's human rights. Participants were divided into groups according to shared characteristics or experiences, including women’s rights advocates, youth, persons with disabilities, ethnic and religious minorities, and government officials.

The report is also supported by evidence from secondary data obtained from national policies, legislative framework, academic and United Nations agencies reports. 

4. General Legal and Institutional Framework
In addition to the CEDAW, Sierra Leone is a signatory to several international and regional women’s rights instruments, including under the African Union, the Economic Community of West African States, the Mano River Union. Sierra Leone has ratified and domesticated some of these instruments through enactment of several progressive laws. These include: 
· Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment (GEWE) Act (2023)
· Prohibition of Child Marriage Act (2024)
· Employment Act (2023)
· Education Act (2024)
· Political Parties Act of 2022
· Public Elections Act 2022
· Sexual Offences Act (2012, amended in 2019)
· Domestic Violence Act (2007)
· [bookmark: _Hlk206012956]Devolution of Estates Act (2007)
· Registration of the Customary Marriage and Divorce Act (2007)
· Child Right Act 2007

Progress has been made in institutional measures by having a dedicated Ministry of Gender and Children’s Affairs (MoGCA) primarily responsible for coordinating gender-related policies and implementation of the CEDAW. Several ministries, such as Health, Education, and Justice have established gender focal points or units to mainstream gender in their policies. Sierra Leone has revised and approved the National Referral Protocol on gender-based violence and the National Plan of Action on gender-based violence. 

Despite the progress made in the area of legal reform, women and adolescent girls continue to face impediments to the recognition and full enjoyment of their rights. Women in rural Sierra Leone, especially, face discrimination under the law, in customs and in rulings in matters of personal status, marriage and inheritance adjudicated in local courts by chiefs. Although there are Local Courts which officially adjudicate on these matters, local chiefs often perform these judicial functions which are outside their jurisdiction. There have been cases of chiefs colluding with men in the community to forcibly evict women and children from their homes or subject them to arbitrary detention and other forms of gender-based violence. 

[bookmark: _Hlk203066814]5. Implementation of the Convention and CEDAW Committee recommendations 

[bookmark: _Hlk203010899]Article 2: Policy and legal measures
Progress: Sierra Leone has partially domesticated CEDAW provisions. It has undertaken legislative reforms in critical areas in line with the CEDAW committee concluding observations on the sixth periodic report of Sierra Leone and these include: Gender Equality and Women Empowerment Act 2023; Prohibition of Child Marriage Act 2024; Education Act 2024; Employment Act 2023; Abolition of Death Penalty Act 2022. In addition, Sierra Leone instituted measures and developed policies such as Radical Inclusion Policy, National Gender and Economic Empowerment Policy. Sierra Leone has adopted or applied temporary special measures (TSMs) as recommended under CEDAW Article 4 to accelerate gender equality in various sectors.

Gaps: 
· The Convention is yet to be fully incorporated into the Sierra Leone domestic legal system and is therefore not directly applicable in the courts.  For example, there is still no legislation enshrining the principle of equality between women and men despite the recommendation from the CEDAW committee on the sixth periodic report.

· The government of Sierra Leone still has not acted on the CEDAW committee recommendation to completely expunge section 27(4) (d) from the Constitution.

· [bookmark: _Hlk206011488]While the 1991 constitution guarantees fundamental human rights and freedoms, including protection from discrimination based on sex (Section 27), section 27(4)(d) provides exceptions for customary law, which frequently disadvantages women particularly in matters related to marriage, divorce, burial and inheritance. This clause prevails over the Registration of Customary Marriage and Divorce Act, the Domestic Violence Act and the Devolution of Estates Act, thus undermining the State party’s efforts to comply with the Convention.  

Recommendation:
i. Repeal section 27(4)(d) of the Constitution 
ii. Amend the GEWE Act to align and fully incorporate CEDAW.
iii. Harmonization of laws, such as the Devolution of Estates Act 2007 and Registration of the Customary Marriage and Divorce Act 2007 to address discrimination relating to inheritance.

Article 5: Gender Stereotypes and Cultural Practices
Progress: Sierra Leone continues to show commitment to eliminating gender stereotypes and harmful cultural practices particularly violence against women. This is reflected in key legal reforms such as the GEWE Act (2023); the Prohibition of Child Marriage Act (2024); and the amended Sexual Offences Act (2019), alongside policies like the Radical Inclusion Policy. Also, parliament has enacted the 2025 Child Right Act, with a provision criminalizing child marriage and setting the minimum age of marriage at 18 years. Beyond legislation, institutional mechanisms have been established including SGBV One-Stop Centres in districts, Sexual Offences Fast-Track Courts, the GBV National Referral Protocol for child survivors, the Family Support Unit within the police, and the National Committee on Gender-Based Violence (NaC-GBV).

Gaps: 
· Despite the CEDAW committee recommendations on the Sixth Periodic report to explicitly prohibit female genital mutilation and other harmful practices, the government has not demonstrated strong political will to fully prohibit the practice of Female Genital Mutilation (FGM). The newly enacted Child Rights Act 2025 only sets the age of consent for FGM at 18 years, instead of criminalizing it. The national 
· consultations by the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Sierra Leone confirmed that FGM continues to harm women and girls and frustrates efforts by women’s rights groups advocating for its end and the protection of the rights of women and girls.

· The weak enforcement and implementation of the existing laws on sexual and gender-based violence remains a concern. Reports of sexual violence especially against adolescent girls and women are rising. Media coverage frequently highlights cases of rape by older men, and femicide due to intimate partner violence. The government has not fully ensured that all reports of domestic and sexual violence are effectively investigated and that perpetrators are prosecuted and punished as recommended by the CEDAW committee.

Recommendation:
i. Review the Child Rights Act 2025 to fully prohibit and criminalize FGM 
ii. Invest in community-led education and alternative rites of passage.
iii. Provide adequate assistance and protection to women survivors of violence, in particular by increasing the number, capacity and funding of shelter facilities.

Article 6: Trafficking and Exploitation of Prostitution
Progress: The Anti-Human Trafficking and Migrant Smuggling Act 2022 provides a legal framework to prosecute offenders. It criminalizes all forms of human trafficking and migrant smuggling, imposes strict penalties, and includes provisions for victim compensation and witness protection. The Act also mandates the continued operation of the National Task Force on Human Trafficking and its Secretariat to support implementation. Additionally, the Ministry of Social Welfare and the International Organization for Migration (IOM) signed a Memorandum of Understanding to enhance protection services and strengthen the capacity of stakeholders for effective reintegration of victims.

Gaps: 
· Despite the enactment of the 2022 Anti-Human Trafficking and Migrant Smuggling Act, Sierra Leone remains a source, transit and destination country for women and children trafficked for purposes of sexual exploitation and forced labor[footnoteRef:1]. Furthermore, there is limited prosecution and conviction of offenders under the Anti-Human Trafficking Act (2022) and no specific action plan to implement the Act. The 2024 Trafficking in Persons (TIP) Report classifies Sierra Leone on the Tier 2 watch List, reflecting limited progress in victim protection, prevention, and enforcement[footnoteRef:2].  [1:  https://www.iom.int/sites/g/files/tmzbdl2616/files/documents/2024-09/policy-brief-the-gender-dimension-to-tip_final.pdf ]  [2:  https://www.state.gov/reports/2024-trafficking-in-persons-report/sierra-leone/ ] 


· Inadequate resources, limited coordination among stakeholders and insufficient staff training within law enforcement and the judiciary hinder effective enforcement of both the 2022 Anti-Human Trafficking and Migrant Smuggling Acts and the 2012 Sexual Offences Act, creating gaps in prosecution, victim support, and prevention efforts. 

· Consultations by the ELCSL indicate that poor border control, especially unmanned crossing points, continues to facilitate trafficking particularly of children. 

· Prostitution in the country is largely driven by poverty, and a lack of statistical information makes it difficult to fully assess the extent, though sexual exploitation of women and girls is known to be a prevalent problem.
Recommendation: 
· Develop a national action plan on trafficking with victim support mechanisms and strengthen anti-trafficking units and provide rehabilitation services for survivors.
· Provide sufficient funding for the effective enforcement of the 2022 Anti-Human Trafficking and Migrant Smuggling Act, and the 2012 Sexual Offences Act, 
· Establish inter-ministerial coordination for effective border control, prosecution and punishing of offender 
Article 7: Political and Public Life
Progress: The 2023 Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment (GEWE) Act in 2023, mandates a minimum 30% quota for women’s representation across political, public, and private sectors. The Act also established a Women’s Empowerment Fund to support women candidates, particularly those from marginalized groups. To facilitate implementation, the Political Parties Registration Commission (PPRC) revised its Code of Conduct and party registration criteria. Complementing these efforts, the National Gender Policy (2020) prioritizes women’s participation in governance and leadership. Additionally, the introduction of the District Block System in the 2023 elections created new opportunities for proportional representation of women through party lists.

Gaps: 
· Despite efforts to promote gender equality through policy reforms and measures, women remain underrepresented in political leadership stemming from deep-seated systemic barriers and cultural norms that promote sexism, with only 29.5% (44) of 149 members of parliament being women[footnoteRef:3].  [3:  https://data.ipu.org/parliament/SL/SL-LC01/data-on-women/ ] 


· There is need for additional measures to augment the 30% quota in the GEWE and work towards the 50% representation outlined in article 7 of the CEDAW.

· Subsection 1(b) of the Chieftaincy Act restricts women’s eligibility to contest for chieftaincy positions to areas “where tradition so specifies.” This provision often disqualifies female candidates based on customary norms, particularly in Kailahun, Kono district and across the Northern Region, where traditional practices are frequently invoked to bar women from contesting, reinforcing structural gender exclusion in local governance.

· Political parties are still important gatekeepers of the political arena, and they are largely run by men. Thus, the problem is not only finding qualified women to run but also getting political parties to embrace women’s meaningful representation and support them in their quest for political office.

Recommendation: 
i. Provide adequate funding for the effective enforcement of the Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment (GEWE) Act requiring 30% representation of women in public and private offices.
ii. Institute measures to increase women’s political participation to 50% as stipulated by article seven of the CEDAW.
iii. Amend the Chieftaincy Act and expunge discriminatory clauses that disqualify women on the basis of customary norms
iv. A special electoral financing system should be developed and adopted to support female candidates.

Article 10: Education
Progress: The Government of Sierra Leone launched the Free Quality Education (FQE) initiative 2018, providing free tuition and admission up to the secondary level. In 2023, education spending increased to 21.4% of the national budget, significantly boosting enrolment for both girls and boys. The 2021 National Policy on Radical Inclusion ended informal bans on pregnant girls and promoted inclusive education. The Basic and Senior Secondary Education Act (2023) now legally guarantees that pregnant girls and parent learners can access and complete school without discrimination. These efforts are strongly supported by international donors, including the World Bank, Global Partnership for Education, Foreign Commonwealth Development Office, Irish Aid, Education Outcome Fund, UNICEF, and INGOs.

Gaps: 
· Despite recent reforms, significant barriers to girls’ school retention and attendance persist leading to high dropout rates in secondary education. Only 26% of girls enroll in senior secondary school with completion rates much lower in rural areas (28%) compared to urban (60%)[footnoteRef:4]. Overall, just 42% of girls complete secondary school.  [4: https://www.unicef.org/sierraleone/media/2971/file/UNICEF%20Sierra%20Leone%202024%20Annual%20Report.pdf.pdf ] 


· School-related gender-based violence remains widespread with high rates of sexual abuse of adolescent girls in primary 6 and secondary schools including child marriage of 44% under 18 and Female Genital Mutilation of 83% further hindering girls’ education[footnoteRef:5]. Some FGM rituals happen during school terms and girls often have to abandon schooling for periods of either a month or two months to go through the rituals. Most would miss an entire term and repeat school grades while others are forced into early marriage, denying them the right to continue schooling. [5:  Mchenga M. Female Genital Mutilation and Sexual Risk Behaviours of Adolescent Girls and Young Women Aged 15-24 Years: Evidence from Sierra Leone. J Adolesc Health. 2024 Jan;74(1):186-193. doi: 10.1016/j.jadohealth.2023.08.025. Epub 2023 Oct 7. PMID: 37804304. ] 


· Although education spending reached 21.4% of the national budget in 2022, gaps persist in teacher salaries, school infrastructure, rural accessibility, and menstrual hygiene facilities. Bullying, stigma, sexual harassment, and lack of childcare continue to push girls out of school, especially in remote rural communities.

Recommendation: 

i. Provide adequate funding to support popularization of the Prohibition of Child Marriage Act 2024 in schools and communities
ii. Ensure that sexual abuse and harassment in school are adequately addressed and punished,
iii. Provide support for out-of-school adolescent girls to catch up with formal education or learn vocational skills.
iv. Allocate funds to support safe and secure gender-sensitive hygiene infrastructure with proper locking doors and water supply

Article 11: Employment
Progress: In 2023 Sierra Leone enacted the Employment Act that removed key discriminatory barriers and improved benefits for employees including enhanced maternity and paternity leave and pension entitlements. The Bank of Sierra Leone’s 2021–2022 directives promoted gender-neutral lending, while the National Strategy for Financial Inclusion II prioritized women’s access to finance. The 2021 Finance Act introduced tax incentives for firms that increase women’s representation in leadership. Additionally, the rollback of the Goods and Services Tax threshold in 2022 from SLL350 million to SLL500 million provided tax relief for micro-enterprises, many of which are women-led, reflecting greater sensitivity to the gendered impacts of economic policy.

Gaps: 
· Despite policy reforms, women in Sierra Leone face persistent economic and structural inequalities. The proportion of women employed in the public sector is low whilst data on their representation in the private sector is unavailable.

· Additionally, over 85% of women work in the informal sector, where legal protections under the GEWE Act and labor laws are limited[footnoteRef:6].  [6:  https://www.ilo.org/sites/default/files/2024-06/SL-DWCP%20II%20%282023-2027%29.pdf ] 


· Women earn 30% less than men for similar work (Labor Market Survey, 2024)[footnoteRef:7].  [7:  https://www.ulandssekretariatet.dk/wp-content/uploads/2023/04/Sierra-Leone-LMP-2023-final.pdf ] 


· The burden of unpaid domestic work and low minimum wage further limits women’s ability to pursue formal employment or education. The government is yet to address the committee recommendation on wage gap between men and women and occupational segregations against women.

· Although gender quotas exist, enforcement is weak and many public and private institutions remain non-compliant. Rural women particularly in agriculture and market trading, are often unaware of their legal rights and face extreme poverty. 

Recommendation: 
i. Introduce mandatory equal pay policies and expand vocational training for women. 
ii. Enforce GEWE provisions with clear penalties, monitoring, and transparent public reporting. 
iii. Invest in women’s financial literacy and develop tailored loan products with flexible collateral.
Article 12: Health
Progress: In April 2010, Sierra Leone launched the Free Health Care Initiative which has sustained skilled birth attendance which increased from 61% in 2013 to 93% in 2017, and over 90% of births now occurring in health facilities[footnoteRef:8]. Sierra Leone has developed a 2025–2030 National Strategy on Adolescent Pregnancy and Child Marriage to promote access to sexual and reproductive health services, life skills education, and cross-sector coordination. In 2023, over 640,000 women accessed modern contraception, averting approximately 240,000 unintended pregnancies and over 770 maternal deaths[footnoteRef:9]. In May 2025, Sierra Leone and UNFPA launched the National Nursing and Midwifery Strategy to reduce maternal mortality.  [8:  https://eresearch.qmu.ac.uk/bitstream/handle/20.500.12289/4358/eResearch%204358.pdf?sequence=1 ]  [9:  https://sierraleone.unfpa.org/en/news/ministry-health-unfpa-and-partners-launch-national-commitments-strengthen-family-planning ] 


Gaps: 
· Access to comprehensive sexual and reproductive health (SRHR) services in Sierra Leone remains limited. Only 28% of health facilities provide full SRHR services. Rural women face severe barriers, including long distances, lack of transport, and shortages of trained providers, with only 60% of births in these areas being attended to by skilled personnel. 

· Adolescent girls face high levels of stigma with limited access to SRH education and services, contributing to a teen pregnancy rate of 28%[footnoteRef:10]. Also, there are concerns about the high incidence of vesico-vaginal fistula, including among adolescents. [10:  https://sierraleone.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-pdf/2025-04/Sierra%20Leone_National%20Strategy%20for%20the%20Reduction%20of%20Adolescent%20Pregnancy%20and%20Ending%20Child%20Marriage_final%20%284%29.pdf ] 


· There is a lack of information on the mental health status of women in Sierra Leone.

Recommendation: 
i. Expand SRHR services to all primary health care units and conduct nationwide awareness campaigns.
ii. Ensure the effective implementation of all measures aimed at facilitating women’s affordable access to health care,
iii. Enhance women’s access to health-care facilities and skilled birth attendance, postnatal and maternal care, especially in rural areas and in Northern Province.

Article 16: Equality Before the Law and in Marriage and Family Life
Progress: The Abolition of the Death Penalty Act (2022), the Child Marriage Prohibition Act (2024) and the Criminal Procedure Act 2024 demonstrate Sierra Leone’s strong commitment to women’s and girls’ rights and gender justice. The Child Marriage Prohibition Act outlawed all marriages under 18 without exception, aligning with international standards and establishing penalties for those who facilitate underage marriages. Additionally, the Legal Aid Act (2012) provides access to justice for indigent and marginalized populations, including women, though coverage remains limited and access challenges persist.

Gaps: 

· Customary laws continue to significantly undermine women’s legal rights in marriage and property matters, particularly those adjudicated in local courts presided over by chiefs using customs and traditions. Around 70% of legal disputes are resolved in customary courts, where women’s rights are frequently disregarded. Customary marriages, including polygamous unions, remain legally recognized but do not fully protect women’s rights, especially regarding property ownership, inheritance, and divorce, perpetuating gender inequality within family law.

· There is a lack of independence of the judiciary, inadequate court infrastructure, lengthy trials and delays particularly in cases of sexual violence, capacity constraints, and lack of due process guarantees, and the insufficient capacity-building on existing legislative frameworks for judges, prosecutors, lawyers, and relevant law enforcement agents is concerning. 


Recommendation:
i. Review and amend laws and practices to ensure consistency with constitutional and international gender equality obligations. 
ii. Amend discriminatory provisions in the Marriage Act, Devolution of Estates Act, and family law statutes
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