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Introduction:	Ms Amina Sheikh Mohamed, First Lady of Somaliland
Moderator:	Saroja Coehlo, Radio Editor and Presenter 

Reverend Dr Medad Birungi Zinomuhangi, President and Founder, World Shine Ministries
Empowering Local Communities to end FGM, Uganda 

Professor Gamal Serour (Professor and Director of the International Islamic Center for Population Studies and Research at Al-Azhar University)
Religious leaders and community advocators at the forefront of combatting FGM, Egypt

Rebecca Mahlunge (Programme Manager, HIVOS)
Multi-actor initiative to tackle child marriage, Malawi

Shahin Ashraf, Muslim Chaplain and National Network Coordinator for the Muslim Women’s Network UK,
Working with faith leaders to address FGM and forced marriage in the UK 

Dr Ann-Marie Wilson (Executive Director, 28 Too Many)
The role of inter-faith dialogue in working to end FGM in the UK and internationally


Education is key. Education helps change mind-sets. Rights-based training programmes in Uganda have focused on teachers, training of trainers and classroom based learning, leading to broad societal reforms. Workshops focus on understanding the communities that practice FGM and CEFM, the impact on the girls who suffer and how to get involved.

Change works when it comes from the top and from the grassroots at the same time. Building coalitions with faith and community leaders at the grass roots is key to establishing a broad base of support for changes in cultural practices that harm women or lead to CEFM. However these solutions, particularly in the case of Malawi, are often unable to reach their full effect without progress at the national level, and political support for changes to the legislative framework that underpin the rights and wellbeing of women and girls. 

Women have to be the voices of change. Tackling FGM and CEFM in the UK poses particular challenges, especially in terms of accessing the most vulnerable parts of the community where people have also fled conflict, violence, poverty and displacement.  There are commonly held beliefs across the UK that FGM and CEFM are religiously condoned. Organisations are using a multi-pronged approach to try to tackle this message (via schools, the community and working with boys and men). However real change is not going to be forthcoming unless women are treated as equals and the fundamental gender disparities in Islam are addressed. Women from FGM and non-FGM affected communities need to work together to affect change. Men need to act as facilitators for change, and not hamper women’s right to demand reforms. More needs to be done to educate communities in the UK that CEFM and FGM are real and harmful and no women should have to choose between safety and her religion. 

Combining professional medical advice with credible religious scholars is gaining ground against misinterpretations of Islam including. For religious leaders to be affective they cannot work alone. Religious scholars from the Al- Azhar University have joined forces with obstetricians and gynaecologists from across the Middle East to dispel theories that link FGM and CEFM to any religion including Islam, and to project non-violent messages through Friday sermons.  Egypt has reportedly seen a decline in FGM over the last decade among school girls 91% to 50%. 

No holy book has any script that advocates FGM or CEFM. The global community of faith leaders are coming together to work for change, to support surviviors, and make new commitments such the Declaration for Action to tackle CEFM and FGM. Lessons from inter-faith dialogue and coalition building with wider non-faith groups can help outline areas for future action including joint statements, campaigns and connections between local and international faith communities. 

Faith and community leaders need to work together to tackle extremism on multiple levels, including extremist exploitation of CEFM and FGM.  Al- Azhar University has worked with medical groups and religious leaders such as the Mecca Council to counter harmful messages against polio vaccination campaigns by extremists groups such as Boko Haram and the Taliban. However many women are frustrated with the failure by faith leaders to address the fundamental inequalities of Islam and are concerned with the burgeoning ‘legitimised extremism’ which is taking hold of countries where the state is weak, and unaccountable, for example and despite public outrage, the Pakistan Council for Islamic Ideology recently successfully argued that having a minimum aged of marriage in Pakistan is un-Islamic.
