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By being a child sponsor, you have directly supported projects like the ones below. Your 
ongoing support sustains our long-term development work which impacts the lives of children, 
their families and communities for generations to come.

Together we are making an invaluable difference to the lives of people in Sierra Leone.

To learn more about Plan’s work in Sierra Leone visit:

www.plan.org.au/ourwork/westafrica/sierraleone
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HIGHLIGHTS IN 2010

Female genital cutting is a horrific but deeply 
engrained tradition in many parts of Africa. 
Sometimes called female genital mutilation 
or circumcision, FGC is an operation to 
remove all or some of the external genital 
organs of girls. The practice, carried out by 
older members of the community, is seen as 
traditional preparation for womanhood and 
marriage. But cutting causes pain, trauma 
and can lead to infection.

In Sierra Leone, the lives of many teenage 
girls have been lost as a result of female 
genital cutting. Children are kept out of 
school to attend initiation rites, and some 
girls are not sent to school at all so they can 
be trained to become practitioners of FGC. 

A culture of silence
Yet long years of tradition mean society in 
general is silent over the issue.

The problem is most acute in poor, isolated 
rural communities. Districts in the north of 
Sierra Leone are among the most deprived 
areas in the country. Cultural beliefs and 
traditions have a strong hold, including 
polygamy, early marriage and intense 
discrimination against women. Female genital 
cutting is held in high regard.

Breaking the Silence is a three-year Plan 
project to change all that. We are targeting 
40 communities in the north of the country, 
and aiming to persuade them to abandon the 
practice. In all, we hope to reach 5,000 girls, 
as well as FGC practitioners, community and 
religious leaders, traditional birth attendants 
and medical workers.

Ultimately, we hope the impact of Breaking 
the Silence will spread, and bring the issue 
of FGC to the forefront of national debate, 
putting pressure on the government to 
outlaw it, along with other harmful 
traditional practices. 

Up for debate
The project aims to demystify FGC 
through a series of information campaigns, 
including child-to-child education, dialogue 
between children and their parents, and 
community discussions. 

Breaking the Silence is already having a 
powerful effect on the lives of women 
and children in many communities. One 
example is Isatu, a young woman who had 
been married to a male FGC practitioner for 
several years. Despite trying for a baby, she 
did not conceive, and this placed a strain on 
her marriage. She described her experiences 
during one of the outreach sessions:

“I got very worried as my husband had 
threatened to divorce me and take a second 
wife who could bear him children. We had 
already been married for over two years 
without conceiving. 

“I explained this to some people in our village 
and one day I was approached by some 
female practitioners who convinced me that 
I have been finding difficulty to give birth 
to children because I had not been initiated 
[undergone FGC]. They guaranteed that if 
I was initiated and became a practitioner 
myself, I would definitely have a child. I was 
convinced and so I gave in and got initiated. 

CASE STUDY: ‘BREAKING THE SILENCE’
Speaking out
Unsurprisingly, FGC made no difference to 
Isatu’s chances of a baby. But Breaking the 
Silence gave her the courage to speak out. 

“Due to the numerous sensitisation 
meetings, trainings and workshops, 
I realised that being initiated does not 
guarantee childbirth. Instead, the 
practice causes major setbacks and 
sometimes injuries. 

“So I denounced the practice and set 
myself free. Much later some other young 
women joined the adult literacy classes and 
are now part of the campaign.” 

Today, Isatu is one of the “ambassadors” 
who give public testimony to communities 
during discussion sessions which form part 
of the project. Because of her, most women 
of her age in her community who had 
wanted to become FGC practitioners have 
changed their minds.

With women like Isatu speaking openly 
about the reality of cutting, it’s our hope 
that fewer girls and women will have to 
face the ordeal in the future.

Some names have been changed for child protection and 
privacy reasons.

Breaking the Silence is already 
having a powerful effect on the 
lives of women and children in 
many communities.

•	 Enabled 80 trained facilitators to give training 
	 to 5,000 people on HIV and AIDS

•	 Supported improvements in 1,461 schools, 
	 benefiting almost a quarter of a million 
	 children in all

•	 Improved the standard of sanitation in 
	 80 villages.
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