
The Issue of Period Poverty amongst Young People 

Period poverty is the circumstance of being unable to afford and/or access necessary 

menstrual hygiene products. The lack of access to tampons, pads and other period products 

can be dangerous and humiliating, preventing women around the world from living full and 

healthy lives. UN Women has declared it a right for those who menstruate to be able to 

manage their periods safely, and in dignity all the time. Thus, this topic needs to be addressed. 

Most women (except for those with certain medical conditions) will have their period at some 

point in their lifetime. That is approximately 3.8 billion people, meaning that every community 

and family across the globe is affected by this issue. About 60% of women in developing 

nations do not have access to menstrual products at all. Without proper supplies women are 

forced to use the same tampon or pad for a long period of time, or other unsafe materials. 

Using these unsafe materials can lead to serious life-threatening complications; these 

complications constitute the fifth largest cause of death for women globally. In some 

countries such as Ethiopia, some schools only have one bathroom for all the students, with 

little privacy. This means that girls often must skip school or drop out altogether. Following 

this, young girls who do not receive an education are more likely to enter child marriages and 

experience an early pregnancy, malnourishment, domestic violence, and 

pregnancy complications as a result. 

In more developed countries where girls have access to products, 

they are extremely expensive. On average it costs $18000 USD 

for period supplies over a lifetime. Governments around the 

world perpetuate this problem with value-added taxes or VATs 

on menstrual products, also known as ‘menstrual taxes’ or ‘pink 

taxes’. This type of regressive sales tax often incorrectly treats 

menstrual products as a luxury item. By classifying them as non-

essential, there is often at least a ten percent tax on such 

products.  

In addition to paying extra for necessities or simply not having 

access to these products, women have to deal with the stigma 

surrounding periods. Many societies consider menstruation a 

sign of weakness or impurity making many wrongly believe that women are not fit for certain 

jobs or responsibilities. In Nepal, many rural communities continue to practice ‘chhaupadi’ 

despite its outlaw in 2005. The practice mandates the seclusion of menstruating individuals 

in remote mud huts or animal sheds to avoid bringing their family bad luck making their 

relatives sick or angering the gods. Because of their supposed impurity for weeks, these 

women will be confined to these huts without access to running water or nutritious food. The 

UN Trust Fund, in partnership with Restless Development Nepal, is combatting this harmful 

practice by educating young people and dispelling the myths about menstruation.  

Period poverty can also affect the human rights of women such as the right to health, the 

right to education and the right to non-discrimination and gender equality. Fighting against 

period poverty is also related to some of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and will 



bring us closer to achieving them. Some of the SDGs related to period poverty include no 

poverty, good health and wellbeing, and reduced inequalities. 

Some governments and organisations have already taken steps to tackle period poverty in 

their states. In December 2019, Rwanda removed their VAT on menstrual products after the 

government saw an increase in school absences and dropouts among women as 18 percent 

could not afford products. In November 2020, Scotland became the first country in the world 

to make period products free for all. However, actions such as these may not be economically 

viable for all states or for many capitalism- orientated member states, not even a 

consideration despite period poverty still being an issue there.  

There are NGOs working to tackle period poverty. Dignity Period is a NGO in Ethiopia working 

to educate girls about their period, break the stigma that surrounds menstruation and provide 

menstrual products to girls in the community. In 2019, UNICEF wrote a full report detailing 

Menstrual Health and Hygiene (MHH) and provided an important framework for supporting 

MHH and eradicating period poverty with four pillars. These pillars include: 1. Social support 

– end to menstrual stigma and discrimination; 2. Knowledge and skills – girls and women learn 

to manage menstruation; 3. Facilities and services – girls and women use gender-responsive 

water, sanitation and hygiene facilities; 4. Materials – girls and women use appropriate and 

affordable menstrual materials.  

But more needs to be done globally to address the menstrual health needs of girls and women 

and to change the systems, customs and attitudes to support girls’ menstrual health and well-

being. 

Points to consider 

• How prevalent is period poverty in your country and what is your country doing to 

tackle it? 

• Does your country have an added VAT on period products and what can the UN do 

to regulate this? 

• What can schools and education centres do to eliminate period poverty? 

• Should all period products be free and is it the UN’s job to provide this for countries 

that are economically unable? 

• How do we tackle the stigma and negative attitudes towards periods whilst also 

being culturally sensitive? 

Helpful Links 

https://www.unfpa.org/menstruationfaq 

https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/multimedia/2019/10/infographic-periods 

https://www.unicef.org/wash/files/UNICEF-Guidance-menstrual-health-hygiene-2019.pdf 
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