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A fact sheet by The Traveller Movement

This fact sheet explains changes to the law governing the
minimum age at which people in England and Wales can
mairry.
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What did the law previously say about the marriage of
16 and 17 year olds?

What does the new law mean for people planning to
get married?

The Marriage and Civil Partnership (Minimum Age) Act 2022 came in to force in February 2023.
The law only applies to England and Wales; it does not apply in Scotland and Northern Ireland.

The Act raises the minimum age of marriage and civil partnership to 18 years in England and
Wales. The main purpose of this new law is to bring an end to provisions allowing for 16 and 17
year olds to marry or enter a civil partnership with parental or judicial consent.

Although this law only applies to two of the four nations of the UK, it means that any marriage

which takes place in the UK or overseas involving under 18 year olds where one of the parties
ordinarily lives in England and Wales, will not be legally recognised in England and Wales. Such
marriages will be void.

As a result, marriages officiated in Scotland and Northern Ireland cannot bypass the new
legislation for people who ordinarily live in England and Wales.

This does not affect the validity of any marriages or civil partnerships entered into before the Act
came into force.
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Why has the law changed?
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What happens if you or your spouse married under the
age of 18?

Providing you and your spouse married or entered into a civil partnership before 27th February
2023, your marriage or civil partnership is legal and will be recognised under the authority of
previously existing laws. There is no need to be concerned about the legitimacy of your marriage
on the basis of your age or your spouse’s age at the time of marriage or civil partnership.

It is important to remember that, just because the law has changed, it doesn’t mean that any
person previously married at 16 or 17, or who married a person who was 16 or 17, has done
anything wrong. Traveller Movement does not anticipate discrimination arising on this point;
however, mistreatment or unfair practices in relation to previously permitted marriage and civil
partnership ages would be questionable under the law.
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Criminal responsibility for people taking part in the
marriage of a person under the age of 18
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What about marriages that take place outside of
the UK?

The law applies to anyone who usually resides in England and Wales, regardless of where
the marriage or civil partnership takes place. Whilst it may be possible for a 16 or 17 year-old
who usually resides in England and Wales to marry in a country outside the UK where it may

be legal and recognised in that specific country, the marriage or civil partnership will not be

recognised in England and Wales and anyone who takes part or facilitates that marriage,
including the spouse, will have committed an offence under the Marriage and Civil
Partnership (Minimum Age) Act 2022.
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