Introduction
Orchid Project was founded in 2011 with a vision of a world free from female genital cutting (FGC). We aim to share our learnings and foster support for a positive movement to end FGC. We support partners in practising communities to develop programme design, monitoring and evaluation as well as share learning from other projects and work we have seen. This in turn informs our advocacy and awareness-raising work and helps build a wider theory of change as to how FGC can end that can be shared with other organisations.



Legislation
There are a number of problems surrounding law enforcement that have been reported in a range of studies. The most notable of these are the financial implications of fines imposed on already poor families; the potential large scale imprisonment of women who are often the perpetrators of the practice; and the emotional and psychological effects on a young girl of having her parents taken away. 

There is an assumption that high profile prosecution cases are needed to motivate compliance with the law. However, in Senegal it was found that there was widespread knowledge of the existence of the law and fear of prosecution, despite no awareness of any cases of enforcement (Shell-Duncan et al, 2013). 

In many communities, particularly in developing countries, local rules adhering to widely shared understandings of appropriate behaviours take precedence over formal law because customary dispute resolution is usually geographically and financially accessible. These local rules are paramount for FGC as the practice is a social norm, upheld by families and individuals who believe that their societal group expects them to cut their daughters. The resulting fear of social exclusion may be stronger than that of prosecution. 

When legal norms run counter to the social norms upholding the practice of FGC, the law has little influence in deterring the practice. In Senegal, one study found that knowledge of the 1999 law banning the practice of FGC did not, on its own, motivate abandonment. Among supporters of the practice, cutting often continued in secret. However, when FGC is already being questioned and contested and the process of change is underway as a result of effective empowerment programmes based in human rights education, legal sanctions can help support those who have or wish to abandon the practice by creating an “enabling environment” (Shell-Duncan et al, 2013).

In the Middle East and Asia, where little legislation against FGC is in place, the importance of the law may be different to that in Africa. Orchid Project has been informed by Falah Shakaram, a lawyer currently working as Project Coordinator for WADI, a German-Iraqi NGO, on their 'Stop FGM' campaign in Iraqi Kurdistan, that he can now take the 2011 law concerning FGC to religious scholars, midwives and others and use it in their campaign. Before the law he was ‘empty handed’, campaigning for something for which he could not back up, but now he is able to say that there will be repercussions for those scholars promoting, or those health professionals performing the practice. However, he acknowledges that the law alone is not enough and that it is attitudinal shift that is the priority. Whilst he uses the law in discussions about the practice, he would not attempt to invoke a prosecution as this would shut down dialogue and prevent sustainable behavioural change. 



National policy and regional strategies including education and awareness raising campaigns
UNICEF have produced a range of materials that show evidence on what does and does not work in ending FGC (UNICEF 2013; 2010a; 2010b; 2008; 2005). Education and awareness raising campaigns should be within a broader framework of human rights in order to enable communities to discuss and reflect upon social norms. This values deliberation allows norms to be revised, including the norm that girls undergo cutting. 

One organisation from which much learning may be taken is Tostan, a Senegal-based NGO working additionally in The Gambia, Guinea, Guinea Bissau, Mali and Mauritania. Their three year community empowerment programme enables communities to learn more about their human rights in a holistic education programme that provides the space for sustained, open dialogue about FGC. When communities choose to abandon the practice, they do so in front of intermarrying communities, spreading the message that FGC is ending. Social mobilisation also occurs to further the spreading of this message: volunteers who have abandoned the practice share their reasons for this along their social networks, enabling exponential abandonment: nearly 8,000 communities have now abandoned female genital cutting across West Africa. 

Another aspect to be learned from Tostan’s programme is the creation of community management committees which support new structures and norms that come into place as a result of the programme, enabling the upkeep of new norms, including not cutting, and the continuation of learning beyond those reached by the initial programme. 

As well as community-led change, the acknowledgment of governments that working to end FGC is vital has occurred successfully through the creation of National Action Plans, e.g. in Senegal. Well developed and implemented plans can support civil society and emphasise progress. 



Major challenges in preventing and eliminating female genital mutilation 

One of the major challenges in preventing FGC is that of medicalisation: FGC is increasingly carried out by medical professionals in many countries where it is practiced. This is clear in Egypt where the percentage of daughters cut by health personnel in that country increased from 55 per cent in 1995 to 77 per cent in 2008. The increase in medicalisation is likely due to decades of advocacy focussed on sharing information on the health risks of the practice inadvertently leading to the belief that these could be avoided if performed in a clinical setting. Once medicalised, it is much harder to work to end the practice as it may have become institutionalised and hold, or be perceived to hold, legitimacy. This is why efforts to end FGC must be based in human rights education. 

A second challenge is the prevention of FGC outside of Africa. Whilst DHS data is now recorded for Iraq and Yemen, national data does not exist for other practising countries in the Middle East and Asia, including Indonesia, Iran, Jordan, Kuwait, Malaysia, the Maldives, Oman, Saudi Arabia, Singapore, Thailand and the UAE. These countries are rarely acknowledged as practising countries by national governments and the international community and there is therefore little support available for civil society organisations working on prevention. 

A final challenge is the lack of a cohesive theory of change in work to end the practice. Whilst UNICEF has released documents outlining best practice, e.g. the ‘Six elements for abandonment’ (UNICEF, 2005), these are not widely incorporated into all programmes, and organisations work in very different ways on the issue. Whilst different strategies are stronger in different contexts, a cohesive theory of change amongst donors and civil society would enable best practice to be shared and work to be strengthened. 
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