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“When a girl becomes pregnant, her life can change radically. Her education may end and her
job prospects diminish. She becomes more vulnerable to poverty and exclusion, and her health
often suffers’.

United Nations Population Fund

The start of the new school year has seen much discussion on the high incidence of pregnancy among
teenage school girls. Also, the prevalence of teenage pregnancy in South Africa comes back into the
spotlight during Pregnancy Awareness Week, which is from 10" - 16" February.! Pregnancy Awareness
Week takes place in February each year and is a way to strengthen pregnancy education and to stress
important issues that promote a healthy pregnancy and safe motherhood. According to the World
Health Organization (WHO), South Africa has one of the highest rates of teenage pregnancy globally,
with nearly one in four girls falling pregnant before turning 20 years old.?

More than 100 000 adolescent girls give birth in South Africa each year. Adolescent births represented
between 12% and 14 % of births in facilities between 2019 and 2022. Specifically, the number of births
delivered by adolescents aged between 10 and 19 in South Africa’s public health facilities rose from 129
223in2019to 139 361 in 2022.2 Generally, rates were higher in the more rural provinces such as Limpopo,
Mpumalanga and Eastern Cape, than in more urban provinces such as Gauteng and Western Cape.

According to UNICEF, “early childbearing, or pregnancy and delivery during adolescence, can derail
girls’ otherwise healthy development into adulthood and have negative impacts on their education,
livelihoods and health. Many girls who are pregnant are pressured or forced to drop out of school,
which can impact their educational and employment prospects and opportunities. Early pregnancy
and childbearing can also have social consequences for girls, including reduced status in the home
and community, stigmatization, rejection and violence by family members, peers and partners, and
early and forced marriage”.*

Likewise, a report by the Commission for Gender Equality said that “some adolescent girls become
pregnant and do not return to school after giving birth, and the longer the adolescent mothers stay out
of school, the lesser the chances of ever returning to school. Pregnancy or childbirth related school
abandonment may have detrimental effects on the mother’s and the child’s health, education, and
socio-economic status. In many cases, dropping out of school may exacerbate problems that already
significantly impact the daily lives of many South Africans, such as intergenerational illiteracy, unem-
ployment, poor family and community backgrounds, and general societal vulnerability”.>

Furthermore, adolescent girls, especially those in early adolescence, are particularly vulnerable to the
health consequences of pregnancy and delivery as their bodies may not be physically ready for a deliv-
ery. UNICEF reports that, globally, this also results in greater risk of maternal complications, which are
among the top causes of disability and death among girls aged 15-19.°



Siyanda Magayana from the Gender Equality and Anti-Discrimination Office of the University of the Free
State emphasizes that the status of teenage pregnancy in the country is due to several socio-economic
factors such as poverty and a lack of access to education and healthcare, as well as inadequate sex edu-
cation and issues of gender inequality. However, a large part of it is attributable to the widespread levels
of sexual violence in South African communities. “As a country, we cannot keep talking about this as if it
were an adult pregnancy, because many of them are minors. In addition to discussing and looking into
these facts and their potential reasons, we should also look at the ages of the men who are getting these
kids and teenagers pregnant. The relationship and circumstances that led to the pregnancies should be
looked at as a nation; there, we will learn that it is not just peers their own age but also their uncles,
fathers, grandfathers, teachers, neighbours, and more senior individuals.”’

The escalating incidence of child pregnancy takes place in the context of gender-based violence, which
reached epidemic proportions during the COVID-19 pandemic, which also disrupted access to health
and school services. An article in the South African Medical Journal points out that “these metrics pose
serious questions to society in general and especially to the health, education and social sectors, as they
reflect socioeconomic circumstances (e.g. sexual and gender-based violence, economic security of fam-
ilies, school attendance) as well as inadequate health education, life skills and access to health services”?

The links below provide further information on the above.

https://theconversation.com/teen-mums-in-south-africa-largest-ever-study-explores-what-it-takes-
to-go-back-to-school-210563

https://www.affinityhealth.co.za/about-teen-pregnancy/#:~:text=Teen%20pregnancy%20is%20
a%?20significant,becoming%?20pregnan

https://www.wits.ac.za/news/latest-news/opinion/2023/2023-01/pregnant-learners-need-crech-
es-and-compassion.html

https://data.unicef.org/topic/child-health /adolescent-health/
https://cge.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/cge-teenage-pregnacy-report.pdf
https://www.iol.co.za/sundayindependent/news/is-teenage-pregnancy-becoming-a-norm-in-sa-
91f2571¢-c659-4911-b84b-b0028bb1d7d6
http://www.samj.org.za/index.php/samj/article/view/13549
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! The dates for the awareness week differ from centre to centre but occur in the month of February
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