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Kenya girls flee homes
to avoid a ritual ‘cut’

Despite legal ban, a traditional and risky circumcision
procedure still flourishes in many tribal communities

BY JOSEPH ADERO NGALA

. INAIROBI, KENYA]

Young girls from some communities in
Kenyaare fleeing theirhomes by thehun-
dreds to avoid undergoing a traditional
female-circumcision procedure. ’

Manyhave sought refuge at the Center
for Human Rights and Democracy near
Eldoret. Sixteen of the girls, Catholics

woman’s sexual desire so that she will be
more faithful to her husband. Often, girls
who do not undergo “the cut” are
ridiculed or ostracized by others.

Yet often neither the victims nor the
practitioners of this outdated rite seem
aware of the dangers of FGM. Besides
the psychological torture the initiates
undergo prior to being circumcised,

there is also the indescribable pain they

who came from the

endure while being cut and

Marakwet district in west-
ern Kenya, have asked the
courtsto protect them from
the ritual.

~ Theprocedure; known as

Some girls
have asked a
Kenyan court

therisk of dying in the hands
oftribal surgeonswho oper-
ate under unsanitary con-
ditions. Medical experts
warn that those who

female genital mutilation to protect undergo FGM are likely to
{FGM), consists of the sur- || them from the !l face problems in childbirth
gical removal of all or part ritual. and suffer irreparable phys-

of the clitoris and often part

ical damage (see box).

of the vaginal labia as well.
In some cultures, the cutting is more
extreme and is followed by a stitching
and narrowing of the vaginal opening.

The mutilation, practiced in various
forms in many communities through-
out-Africa, is seen’as a rite of passage
from childheod to adulthood in many
Kenyan tribes. It is meant to reduce a

Although ritual circum-
cision is meant to prepare the girls for
marriage, it also makes the girls objects
of desire for men, “A girl is free to have
sex with any man after she is circum-
cised, and men take advantage of that,”
Priscilla Nangurai, headmistress of a
gitls’bearding school in Kajiado, told the
Nation, Nairobi’s daily newspaper. “It is

not in our culture to refuse a man.”
Consequently, many young girls drop out
of school or marry young due to preg-
nancy.

LONG-AWAITED BAN
Until recently, there was no law banning
EGM in Kenya. President Daniel Arap
Moihad declared the procedure outlawed
onmore thanone occasion, but his posi-
tion was unenforceable because
Parliament had not passed a similar ban,
and Kenyan law operates on the doctrine
of nulla poena sina legee — “there is no
punishment without law.”

Kenya’s 20-year Plan of Action, which
went into effect in November 1999 and
pertainslargely towomen’srights, calied

PROTECT Us: Four Catholic girls who fled the circum
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cision rite
for an eventual national elimination of
FGM. Parliament{inally passed abanon
the procedure in December 2001.

Some 100 million women have under-
gone the rite in Africa, and about 2 mil-
lion stifl go through it every year, with
war-torn Somalia topping the charts,

In Kenya, the practice remains preva-
lent among the Kisii, Kuria, Maasai,
Kalenjin and a section of communities
in Taita Taveta. Evenin communities that
have greatly reduced the practice, such
as the Kikuyu and Kamba, about 18 per-
cent of the girls still face the cut.

"UNGODLY AND BARBARIC'

Father Joachim Omoli Ouko,a priest of
the Apostles of Jesus, told Our Sunday
Visitor that in the year 2000, some 2,000
girlsunderwent the procedure in the Rift
Valley region of the Markwet district —
thesame area from which many girls fled
for safety to Eldoret eardier this year, That
number was up from 800 the year before,
he said.

With the ban now in effect and no
reporting protocol in place, tracking
FGM statistics will likely be more diffi
cult. :

Last year, Archbishop John Njenga of
Mombasa said that parents who force
their daughters to undergo FGM were
breaking one of their children’s greatest
rights and should be prosecuted.

“Abody of a human being, especially
of the female, should be respected and
not tampered with,” said Archbishop
Njenga. “By exposing your daughters to
female genital mutilation, it means you
do not respect their bodies.”

He also urged religious leaders to be
attheforefront in the fightagainst FGM,
which he called “ungodly and barbaric.”
" “The Catholic Church is opposed to
this,” he added.

Archbishop Njenga urged children to
reportparerits who force them to undergo
FGM, and assured that the Catholic
Church would do everything to help
them. QO
Ngala (oursunvis@osv.com) writes
from Kenya




