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Child marriage survivor honoured by Canada

SadiaAkhtar
= Sada Aita@h fve cam

GURUGRAM: Dressed ina business
suit, the 2l1-year-old Baby
Kumari confidently walks
across the stage as she introdu-
ces herselftoa crowd of 600 stu-
dents. To an audience listening
in rapt attention, she narrates
her journey from escaping the
social evil of child marriage to
spearheading a movement
against the same.

Baby Kumari first fought
against her own marriage and
now fights for others, all the
while facingthreatsand harass-
ment from localsback home.

“People donotunderstand the
gravity of child marriage or its
effectson thelivesof younggirls.
Back home, neighbours tell my
parents thatI have ruined my life
by not gettingmarried, and that
Iwasdoingthe same by prevent-
ingthe marriage of their daugh-
ters ,” said Baby Kumari, who
hails from a village called Titai-
hiyain Jamui district, Bihar.

On the occasion of the United
Nation’s International Day of the
Girl Child, on Thursday, she
took overas high commissioner
of Canada foraday. She washon-
oured for her bravery and later
introduced as the High Commis-
sioner by Amanda Strohan, min-

= Baby Kumari (centre) was given a chance to become the High Commissioner of Canada for a day on the

occasion of the United Nation’s International Day of the Gid Child.

ister counselor and counsel gen-
eral, High Commission of
Canada, at a programme that
took place on the campus of
Suncity Schoolin Sector 54. She
is one among the 17 girls who
have been shortlisted for their
outstandingleadershipqualities
tobe theambassadors of various
countries.

Talking about her journey
fromaremotevillagein Biharto
the city of glass and chrome,

Baby Kumarisaid, “Ican’timag-
ine that I have been given an
important responsibility of rep-
resentingacountry. Thisoppor-
tunity isimportant, sinceit gives
me a chance to raise my voice
against child marriage.”
Advocating against the dis-
criminatory practice of child
marriage, she has prevented 24
such marriages including her
own. She is currently working
with a humanitarian organiza-
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tion as a crusader, but her own
journey was fraught with troub-
les. In2014, whileshewasstillin
class 9, her parents floated the
topic of her marriage.

“My parents said that they'd
getme married. ‘Youshould get
prepared to marry now. You
can'tstay athome forever. What
will you do by going to school?
You will have to run a kitchen
eventually,” they told me,” said
Baby Kumari.

However, adetermined Baby
Kumari stuck to her guns and
requested her parents that she
be allowed to complete class 10.
“They told me that they would
not get me married if I cleared
my tenth grade examination.
They never thought I would, and
hence put this challenge before
me. For me, this was the only
opportunity toescape from early
marriage and continue my edu-
cation,” shesaid.

Baby Kumarinotonly passed
the examination but also con-
vinced her parents to put her
marriage on hold. She is cur-
rently pursuing a graduate
degree in Hindi from Bhagalpur
University. She aspires to
becomea teacher. She hastaken
it upon herself to raise aware-
ness about the repercussions of
child marriage and travels
across her district Jamui to dis-
seminate her message through
street plays.

Baby's message resonated
among the students who said
they were inspired by her brav-
ery. “I didn’t know that child
marriages continue to happenin
the country. The numbers and
the prevalence are alarming. I
hope toimbibe the samespiritas
Baby Kumari in tackling this
menace,” said Advait Mahadev,
aclass 10student.
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City girls get a pep
talk from ‘Baby’
high commissioner

Rohit.David@timesgroup.com

Gurgaon: The ‘International
Day of the Girl Child, on
Thursday, was commemorated
inthe city inan unique way, co-
urtesy the high commission of
Canada. Bihar's Baby Kumari
(21)was invited todon the roleof
the Canadian high commissio-
ner to Indiaforaday. As partof
heractivities,shevisited Sunci-
ty Schoolinthecity whe-

re she spoke about brea-

king gender stereotypes

and the importance of
educating girls.

Kumari's day star-
ted at the Canadian high
commission in Chanakyapuri,
New Delhi, where she was wel-
comed by staff’ at 8.30am. Her
next assignment was to meet
students of Suncity School, fol-
lowed byameeting with the wo-
men staff at the high commis-
sion. Speaking on theoccasion,
Canadian high commissioner
Nadir Patel said, “Internatio-
nal Day of the Girl Child gives
us an opportunity to highlight
the needs and rights of girls.
This year, we are focussing on
girls'education.”

“I have never been to Cana-
da, but I have seen on YouTube
thatit'sabeautiful country. Ifelt
elated at being given an oppor-
tunity to become the high com-
missionerof Canada,” Kumari
said. She had successfully stop-
pedherown marriageat17,and
has since been a crusader aga-
inst child marriage in and aro-
und her village. She has repea-
tedly initiated police and legal
action against those who act
against the Child Marriage

Act, and hasbeen instrumental
in conducting camps, sensiti-
sing families, reaching out to
over5,000people. “Icomefroma
poor family in Bihar My father
is a farmer: In 2013, when [ was
studying in Class IX, my father
decided to get me married. [
wasadamantIdidn't want totie
the knot with someone whom I
had never met. SoIstood up for
myself,” shesaid.
Kumari made adeal
with her father that if
she cleared her Class X
exams, he wouldn't
marry her off. “Icleared
my exams and my fat-
her had to keep his pro-
mise. My parents are traditio-
naland they considered meali-
ability;” said Kumari.

In 2016, Kumari was elected
community leader of her villa-
ge in Bhagalpur: She worked to
spread the message of the im-
portance of sanitation and
girls' education. “I can proudly
claim that today, almost 100%
girlsinmy village are receiving
higher secondary education,”
sheadded.

Shesaid she is also determi-
ned to narrow down thegender
divide. “I have three younger
sisters and one younger brot-
her;, who are in school. What 1
did has set a tone for others to
follow, including my siblings.
My parents’ thinking has also
changed. They don't plan on
early marriages for my sisters
now,” sheadded. Kumariis stu-
dying at Bhagalpur University,
andaspirestobecomeateacher.
“I want to teach because in my
village, there aren’t many peo-
plewhoareeducated,” shesaid.
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City girls get a pep talk from 'Baby’
high commissioner

GURUGRAM: The 'International Day of the Girl Child', on Thursday, was
commemorated in the city in an unique way, courtesy the high commission of
Canada. Bihar's Baby Kumari (21) was invited to don the role of the Canadian high
commissioner to India for a day. As part of her activities, she visited Suncity School
in the city, where she spoke about breaking gender stereotypes and the importance
of educating girls.

Kumari's day started at the Canadian high commission in Chanakyapuri, New Delhi,
where she was welcomed by staff at 8.30am. Her next assignment was to meet
students of Suncity School, followed by a meeting with the women staff at the high
commission. Speaking on the occasion, Canadian high commissioner Nadir Patel
said, "International Day of the Girl Child gives us an opportunity to highlight the
needs and rights of girls. This year, we are focussing on girls' education.”

"I have never been to Canada, but | have seen on YouTube that it's a beautiful
country. | felt elated at being given an opportunity to become the high commissioner
of Canada," Kumari said. She had successfully stopped her own marriage at 17, and
has since been a crusader against child marriage in and around her village. She has
repeatedly initiated police and legal action against those who act against the Child
Marriage Act, and has been instrumental in conducting camps, sensitising families,
reaching out to over 5,000 people. "l come from a poor family in Bihar. My father is a
farmer. In 2013, when | was studying in Class IX, my father decided to get me
married. | was adamant | didn't want to tie the knot with someone whom | had never
met. So | stood up for myself,” she said.

Kumari made a deal with her father that if she cleared her Class X exams, he
wouldn't marry her off. "l cleared my exams and my father had to keep his promise.
My parents are traditional and they considered me a liability," said Kumari.




In 2016, Kumari was elected community leader of her village in Bhagalpur. She
worked to spread the message of the importance of sanitation and girls' education.
"l can proudly claim that today, almost 100% girls in my village are receiving higher
secondary education," she added.

She said she is also determined to narrow down the gender divide. "l have three
younger sisters and one younger brother, who are in school. What | did has set a
tone for others to follow, including my siblings. My parents' thinking has also
changed. They don't plan on early marriages for my sisters now," she added. Kumari
is studying at Bhagalpur University, and aspires to become a teacher. "l want to
teach because in my village, there aren't many people who are educated,” she said.



