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The proposed amendments to the Civil Code of Ukraine represent a coordinated assault on 
the fundamental principle of equality between women and men and human rights of women, 
signalling a departure from a human rights-based legal framework toward a model of state-
sanctioned patriarchal control. By prioritising the formal preservation of the marriage contract 
over the physical and psychological integrity and safety of the women within it, these revisions 
violate the spirit of the Council of Europe Convention on Preventing and Combating Violence 
against Women and Domestic Violence (Istanbul Convention) and the Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW). The logic underpinning 
these changes treats women not as independent citizens with full agency, but as reproductive 
subjects whose primary duty is to maintain a traditional family structure, regardless of the 
personal cost.

We condemn the continued commodification of the female body through surrogacy, the 
practice that the proposed legislative framework fails to abolish and instead sustains under the 
same logic of reproductive exploitation. Surrogacy reduces women to biological instruments 
and transforms pregnancy and childbirth into contractual services. Such system treats the 
female body as a commodifiable resource ignoring human dignity and rights.

The restriction on divorce during pregnancy and the first year of motherhood, as outlined in 
Article 1512, is a particularly egregious violation of human dignity and directly contradicts 
Article 18 of the Istanbul Convention, which mandates that the provision of services and legal 
protections must not be dependent on the victim’s willingness to press charges or remain in a 
relationship. By removing a woman’s legal exit strategy during her period of greatest physical 
and economic vulnerability, the state effectively institutionalises a form of forced marriage. 
In cases involving coercive control, domestic violence, or economic abuse, this waiting period 
functions as a trap that grants abusers a legal window to escalate harm. Similarly, Provision 
1488 introduces a financial penalty for withdrawing from an engagement, which commodifies 
the right to consent. In a society characterised by systemic sexed economic inequality, such a 
measure ensures that women may feel compelled to enter unwanted or hazardous marriages 
simply to avoid the threat of debt or litigation, violating the principle of free and full consent to 
marriage enshrined in Article 16 of CEDAW.

Furthermore, the draft introduces a dangerous moralistic oversight into civil law. Article 1514 
employs a double standard that frames paternal participation as a matter of personal choice 
while describing a woman’s decision regarding her own body as a refusal. This terminology 
reinforces the archaic notion that motherhood is a compulsory civic obligation rather than a 
human right, defying the autonomy guaranteed under Article 5 of CEDAW, which requires states 
to take measures to eliminate prejudices based on the idea of the inferiority or the superiority of 
either of the sexes or on stereotyped roles for men and women. This punitive approach extends 
to Article 1516, which allows a spouse to demand a change of their ex-partner’s surname based 
on “unworthy behaviour.” Because women overwhelmingly adopt their husbands’ surnames, 
this provision grants men a tool for post-divorce harassment, allowing them to dictate an ex-
wife’s identity based on subjective and inexhaustible definitions of morality, a clear form of 
psychological violence as defined in Article 33 of the Istanbul Convention.

The economic implications of these changes, specifically Article 1636 regarding child 
maintenance, further entrench structural inequality and ignore the state’s obligation to ensure 
the economic safety of victims. By allowing exemptions for support based on comparative 
income, the legislation shifts the financial burden of child-rearing almost exclusively onto the 
primary caregiver. Given that mothers remain the overwhelming majority of primary caregivers, 
this amendment directly facilitates the impoverishment of single-mother households. Such a 
move prioritises the financial comfort of the non-custodial parent over the child’s right to support 
from both parents, undermining the economic protections intended by the Convention on the 
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Rights of the Child. 

Most alarmingly, the move to lower the age of marriage and sexual consent to 14 (Article 1478 
and Criminal Code revisions) represents a catastrophic violation of child protection. Weakening 
these boundaries reframes adult sexual exploitation as “consent,” empowering predators and 
exposing girls to grooming and lover-boy tactics. 

Ukraine’s path toward European integration must be paved with the consolidation of human 
rights and the protection of the vulnerable, not the restoration of traditional sex roles through 
the institutionalised control of women’s lives. We demand the immediate alignment of the Civil 
Code with international human rights standards to ensure that no woman is forced into silence 
or subservience by the law.

We therefore call for: 

Full withdrawal of the Drafts of the Civil Code of Ukraine (№14394, №14394-1, №14394-2)
and the development of a new one that fully complies with the European and international 
human rights standards
Structured, meaningful, transparent and formal participation of women’s civil society
organisations and independent sex equality experts in all stages of legislative review.
Removal of provisions that restrict reproductive autonomy, limit access to divorce,
introduce sex-biased language, penalise withdrawal from engagement, or weaken child
maintenance protections.
Full compliance with Ukraine’s obligations under the Istanbul Convention, CEDAW, and
European equality standards.
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Statement on Child Protection in Ukraine: Concerns 
over Proposals to Lower the Age of Marriage and 

Consent

18 February 2026

Background and context 
 
Russia’s war against Ukraine has had severe demographic consequences, including large-scale 

At the same time, demographic challenges cannot justify measures that weaken established 

support, and access to education and health care rather than lowering the age of marriage 

depend on strengthening rights-based protections in line with European and international 
standards, ensuring that responses to demographic pressures do not compromise the safety 

Ukrainian lawmakers introduced amendments to the Family Code that include a provision 

Weakening those boundaries shifts risk onto girls and undermines the law’s role as a barrier 

 
On consent in the Criminal Code
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that children require special protection precisely because their decision-making capacity is still 

Even when framed as “voluntary”, consent given under conditions of dependency, power 

law risks providing offenders with a defence rooted in the child’s supposed agreement rather 

Additionally, such changes risk enabling predatory behaviour by making grooming tactics easier 

boy” methods that systematically manipulate and isolate girls, increasing their vulnerability to 

legal space for adults to misuse consent language, avoid accountability and creates even more 

 
On early marriage

standards and European child protection principles, which require states to prevent child 
marriage and to ensure that girls are protected from practices that undermine their integrity, 

At the UN level, child marriage is recognised as a harmful practice that states have an obligation 

concerning minors must prioritise the best interests, protection, and development of the child, 

that children are entitled to the protection and care necessary for their well-being and that their 

“providing adequate measures to prevent and combat domestic violence and abuse, early forced 
and child marriage, female genital mutilation and other harmful practices and other forms of 

a clear minimum age of marriage demonstrates commitment to shared European values of 
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Beyond these legal obligations, there are compelling practical and social reasons why permitting 

that protect her rights and development, early marriage risks placing her into an adult legal 

care, family assistance, and social services but not from a legal arrangement that prematurely 

with high rates of violence against women and girls, enshrining legal mechanisms that 

limited control over reproductive and life choices, and greater barriers to continuing education 

psychological abuse and other non-physical forms of coercion in close relationships are common 

pregnancy and hardship must prioritise access to health care, education, social support, and 

autonomy, safety, and future opportunities, ensuring that the law functions as a shield against 

 
We call to:

• 
safeguards protecting girls 
• 
• Remove from the draft Civil Code any provisions that would permit marriage for girls 

• 

• Ensure full consistency between civil and criminal legislation so that legal frameworks 


