
 

 

Support SF1393/HF745: End Child Marriage in Minnesota 
 

Child marriage is an urgent problem in Minnesota. The marriage age is 18, but the law includes a dangerous loophole: 
Children age 16 or 17 can marry with parental “consent” and judicial approval.12  

 
Dangers in the Current Law 
The law puts children at serious risk: 

• When a child is forced to marry, the perpetrators are typically the parents. Parental “consent” is often parental “coercion.”  

• Judges have wide discretion to approve even marriages with a spousal age difference that constitutes statutory rape, or 

where a child is marrying a registered sex offender. 

• Sex with a child age 16 or 17 could be considered a crime,3 even if the parties are married. This makes a mockery of 

statutory rape laws: The marriage is legal, but sex within the marriage is rape.  

• Children are effectively disempowered through the process, entered into marriages by parents and a judge. 
 

Devastating Consequences of Child Marriage 
The U.S. State Department has called marriage before 18 a “human rights abuse.”4 Consider: 

• Children can easily be forced into marriage or forced to stay in a marriage before they become legal adults at 18. Even at 
17, they face huge barriers if they try to leave home (that makes them a “runaway”5), enter a domestic violence shelter 
(shelters across the U.S. typically turn away unaccompanied minors) or retain an attorney (contracts with children are 
voidable6). It is unclear whether they can even independently file for divorce (children may sue only through a guardian 
ad litem, parent, guardian, friend or relative).7  

• Child marriage destroys girls’ health, education and economic opportunities, and increases their risk of experiencing 
violence.8 

• Those who marry before 18 have a 70-80% chance of divorcing—and teen mothers who marry and then divorce are 
more likely to suffer economic deprivation and instability than teen mothers who stay single.9 

 
Alarming Statistics 
Too many children—mostly girls—have experienced this human rights abuse recently:  

• U.S. Census data show that, as of 2014, an estimated 1,142 children age 15 to 17 living in Minnesota had already been 
married.10 Across the U.S., an estimated 248,000 children as young as 12 were married between 2000 and 2010. Almost 
all were girls wed to adult men.11 

 
Simple Legislative Solution 
SF1393/SF745 keeps the marriage age at 18 but eliminates the dangerous loophole that allows child marriage. It would cost 
nothing, harm no one and save girls from a human rights abuse. Delaware, New Jersey, the U.S. Virgin Islands and 
American Samoa recently passed the same legislation, and similar bills are pending in other states. For more information, 
visit unchainedatlast.org or call (908) 481-4673. 

 
1 Minnesota Statute (Minn. Stat.) §517.02. 
2 Minn. Stat. §609.265. 
3 Minn. Stat. §609. 341, 344-45. 
4 https://2009-2017.state.gov/documents/organization/254904.pdf. 
5 Unless they are already married. See Minn. Stat. §260C.007, subd. 28. 
6 Winter v Skoglund, 404 N.W.2d 786, 795 (Minn. 1987): “A typical instance of a voidable contract is the contract of a minor child. The child is not bound and may disavow the 
contract.” Also Coursolle v Weyerhaeuser, 69 Minn. 328, 329, 72 N.W. 697 (1897), holding that contracts of minors are voidable unless for necessities, but the minor may ratify 
such a contract upon reaching age of majority. 
7 Minn. R. Civ. P. 17.02. Minors have the right to commence proceedings to annul a marriage if they are under 18 and both parties to the marriage are alive, Minn. Stat. §518.05. 
8 Fraidy Reiss, Why Can 12-Year- Olds Still Get Married in the United States, Washington Post (10 February 2017). 
9 http://scholarship.law.wm.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2467&context=facpubs. 
10 Alissa Koski and Jody Heymann, Child Marriage in the United States, Perspectives on Sexual and Reproductive Health (June 2018). 
11 Based on Unchained’s analysis of marriage-license data from across the U.S. Details at unchainedatlast.org. 


