Tanzania: Men Can Help to Stop School Pregnancies 
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Dar es Salaam — ANGELINA Francis Komba (16) dropped out of primary school at Mwembe Yanga in Dar es Salaam when she was in class six. She delivered prematurely with heart problems, whereby she stayed at Muhumbili National Hospital for four months until her baby became of age. The child (now two) is always sick because of the heart problem.

Angelina, who is currently studying at UMATI Vocational training Centre in Dar es Salaam, became pregnant from a commuter bus conductor (daladala) because of peer pressure. This man has since disappeared.

At various parts of Mtwara region, girls as young as six years old are taught how to handle a man when they grow up. Still the majority of them fall pregnant at an early age, as they engage in sexual activities at a very tender age.

At Tarime District, Mara region, a young girl was recently beaten by her father in collaboration with his son because she refused to marry a man proposed to her by her father.

The men wanted the cattle, which was given in the form of bride price. In Shinyanga region girls have been threatened to be expelled from homes if they do well in final primary school examinations that will guarantee them to be selected for secondary education.

Therefore they have to make sure they fail so that they get married. The aforementioned highlights are some of the revelations at the symposium on 'the high dropout rate of schoolgirls due to pregnancy and child marriages' held in Dar es Salaam, as part of the activities to commemorate International Human Rights and the climax of 16 days of activism against gender violence marked on December 10, annually.

The objectives of the symposium was to share experiences on the magnitude of the problem of school-girl dropouts due to pregnancy and child marriages, the root causes and what can be done to reverse the situation.

Statistics from the Ministry of Education and vocational Training indicate that a total of 28,600 girls could not complete their education due to pregnancy within a period of five years (2004-2008).

Out of the total number, 11,600 are from secondary and 17,000 from primary schools. The report from the ministry further reveals that 6.2 per cent of the 2,590 girls, who dropped out of primary school in 2004, were due to pregnancy.

In 2005, 6.0 per cent of 3479 dropouts were due to pregnancy, while 5.6 per cent of the 3190, who dropped out in 2006 were due to pregnancy.

Some 4362 girls dropped out of primary schools in 2007, out of which 5.5 per cent were due to pregnancy, and 4.6 per cent of the 3370 that dropped out on 2008, were due to reasons related to pregnancy.

Trends of school girls' dropout in secondary schools indicate that 6.7 per cent of the 772 dropouts in 2004 were due to pregnancy, 8.0 per cent (993 in 2005), 6.5 per cent (904 in 2006), 21.9 per cent (3965 in 2007) and 10.3 per cent (4965 in 2008).

Regions with more prevalence of schoolgirl pregnancies, according to 2007 data, are; Mtwara (435), Mwanza (308), Tanga (290), Coast (280), Rukwa (265), Ruvuma (204), Lindi (144), Shinyanga (137), Dodoma (111), and Mbeya (105).

Poverty, lack of education on reproductive health, peer pressure, lack of hostels in day secondary schools, location of schools in relation to pupils homes lack of reliable transport for pupils, especially in towns and cities as well as harassment by commuter buses' staff have been identified as factors contributing to school dropouts in both primary and secondary schools in the country.

Dr Ad Koekkoek, the Netherlands ambassador to Tanzania, expressed concern over the high dropout rates in both primary and secondary schools, saying the situation "is contrary to the principals of human rights and equal rights to education.

"Enrolment in secondary education is one of the indicators of goal three of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), which emphasizes promotion of gender equality and women's empowerment," he adds.

At the international level, Tanzania is a signatory to several international instruments and conventions on women's and girl's rights, including the UN Convention of the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW).

Locally, Tanzania has demonstrated a high degree of political commitment to address the issues of schoolgirl dropouts. For example, the President has, on several occasions, spoken against men who put school girls in the family way, thus, cut short their right to an education.

The First Lady, Salma Kikwete, through her Women and Development (WAMA) organization, emphasized the need for protection of the girl child by enrolling and retaining them in schools.

The Ministry of Education and Vocational Training in 1995 established the education and Training Policy that acknowledges, promotes and advocates for deliberate moves aimed at assuring that girls are not denied the right to access to a quality education.

Despite the well articulated policy the situation is different for girls, as their retention in school is affected by dropouts due to a number of reasons in which pregnancies are top in the list.

Ms Winfrida Rutainurwa, the Principal education Officer and Head of Gender Unit in the Ministry of Education and Vocational training says despite the almost 1:1 ratio in enrolment at primary school level, not all girls' complete primary education.

"They either become pregnant or get married," she says. According to her, although there has been a decrease in the number of pregnancy cases the situation is still challenging. She says on average there are 3398 girls, who fall pregnant annually

Ms Margaret Kasembe, gender expert with the Economic and Social Research Foundation (ESRF) says cases of school dropouts are rampant in the country despite the political commitment and policies that ensure gender equality and child protection.

The problem is that, according to Ms Kasembe, those responsible for implementation of ratified instruments and national policies cling to their traditions and beliefs that discriminate against women and girl child.

Most traditional practices in the country have not been favourable to women's advancement and development. And it is against this background that there have been increased cases of school girls' dropout, forced and too early marriages, the increased number of single mothers at early age.

There has been widespread forced marriage, as early as nine to 15 years age, a factor which conflicts with the definition of a child that defines a child as a person under the age of 18 years.

According to participants of the symposium, organized by the Tanzania Media Women Association (TAMWA) men-as people in positions of authority, fathers, husbands, brothers and partners have a big role to play in ensuring school girls' pregnancies and too early marriages are eliminated in the country.

It has been observed, however, that some men rush to underage girls for sex thinking that this age group is safe from HIV infection.

As a result they end up infecting the little girls with HIV themselves. They underscored the need to have the necessary infrastructure at ward secondary schools that will ensure the availability of conducive study environments for girls.

There is also need for the introduction and advocacy for gender-friendly school environments.

There was also strong recommendation for the formation of coordination mechanisms among key ministries-Educational and Vocational Training, Health and Social welfare, Home affairs, Finance and Economic Affairs and Justice and Constitutional affairs that will ensure implementation of laws and policies dealing with gender equality and women and girls empowerment.
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