
2119-25 JULY 2010· THE BIG ISSUEIN THE NORTH

With poor toilet facilities, a lack of water and cultural
and religious restrictions, women in the developing
world face great challenges when it comes to menstrual
hygiene, says Laura Johnson

Period pain
Hari Kala Acharya, 14, from Pokhara, Nepal, says she
enjoys coming to school now it has a toilet. ÒI felt odd to
come earlier because of the toilet problems.Ó 

Poor sanitation and its impact on menstrual hygiene
are considered the poor relations of international
development issues. They are subjects that make us
shift uncomfortably with embarrassment. This basic
human response keeps issues of menstrual hygiene
muted, out of the media and off developing
countriesÕ policy-making agendas. But in the harsh
reality of life in the rural areas of the developing
nations, a silent crisis continues.

For girls and women in the developing world
menstruation is more than just a monthly
inconvenience. An unfortunate consequence of
sanitationÕs low public profile is that progress with
improving hygiene facilities has been slow Ð much
slower than the advancements made in higher profile
areas such as malaria and HIV/Aids. Some 2.6 billion
people worldwide still do not have access to a toilet.
And the consequences are felt most dramatically by
women. 

ÒWomen often have to wait to defecate at night
because there is no way of going secretly in the day,Ó
says Louisa Gosling, equity and inclusion adviser for
international charity WaterAid. ÒThen there is the
danger of going out at night because they might be

attacked. There are so many knock-on issues just from
that basic requirement for privacy and dignity.Ó

The lack of disposal facilities, basic hygiene
education and sanitary products makes coping with
menstruation hygienically particularly challenging.
ÒWhenever I have my period I have to fetch more
water to stay clean and clean the cloths,Ó says 
25-year-old Patricia Dambo. ÒI use a piece of cloth to
collect the blood, so I need more water to clean these.
But itÕs no big deal.Ó 

Dambo lives in Sonjera, a village in Malawi where
sustainable access to safe water and sanitation
facilities is lagging far behind international targets.
For women like her, sanitary towels and single use
materials of any kind are a scarce luxury. The cloths
she refers to are often nothing more than ripped-off
pieces of sari. Her nonchalant acceptance of this
seems surprising. 

The awkwardness and embarrassment of managing
menstruation without the privacy of even basic toilet
facilities and sanitary products keeps girls out of
school, women out of the workforce and ultimately
out of the positions of power that would enable them
to initiate change. ÒIf there arenÕt decent toilets for
girls, somewhere to deal with menstrual hygiene in a
way that is clean but also private and safe, girls,

MENSTRUAL HYGIENE

ÒI use a piece of cloth to collect
the blood, so I need more water
to clean these.Ó
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Gosling says. ÒThey donÕt think about the issues that
really matter to girls. Because menstruation is such a
taboo subject, such a private issue, itÕs not something
that can easily be raised in toilet planning meetings if
only men are there.Ó The facilities built are therefore
often impractical for women, particularly for their
needs during menstruation.

Whilst women still struggle to make their voice
heard, the priority given to improving sanitation and
the effectiveness of sanitation projects is limited.
From the privileged point of view of a distant
Western observer, itÕs startlingly clear that sanitation
projects would benefit from female empowerment. 

But itÕs not that straightforward. ÒIn some countries
sanitation and hygiene have become so much of a
womanÕs issue that it has a negative effect,Ó says
Gosling. ÒIf they are seen only as womenÕs issues,
then men arenÕt interested and they lose importance.Ó  

There is a delicate balance to be struck. ÒIf youÕre
just reinforcing stereotypical roles, it wonÕt be taken
seriously.Ó

The men holding the power in developing
countries may never fully understand the practical
issues of managing menstruation. The words Òif you
had periods, you would understandÓ are familiar to
most men in Britain. In moments of pre-menstrual
frustration, women are prone to challenging menÕs
ability to understand their monthly discomfort and
inconvenience. 

Set in the context of the developing world, this
flippant put-down provokes an interesting question.
If by some strange twist of biology, men started
menstruating, would it unearth greater urgency from
developing countries to make improving menstrual
hygiene a higher priority?

especially adolescents, donÕt go to school,Ó says
Gosling. 

For example, in Nepal the female literacy rate is
just 44 per cent, compared with 67 per cent for males.
By neglecting the special needs of adolescent girls,
schools are encouraging many girls to drop out of
education early. ItÕs estimated that only 30 per cent of
girls reach tenth grade in Nepal. One Nepalese girl
explains: ÒIn our school there is no water facility in
the toilet. It is so difficult. Sometimes I have to miss
school. The water supply is outside the bathroom.
There is only one tap. We have to carry water to the
toilet. There is no arrangement for disposing of the
cloth.Ó 

Extra washing during menstruation also increases
the already weighty burden on women to collect
water for their household. With over a quarter of a
womanÕs day typically dedicated to collecting water,
itÕs a massive drain on the time they have to attend
school and generate income.  

But itÕs not just practical factors such as time and
facilities that feed female exclusion. Restrictive
practices based on cultural and religious beliefs about
the polluting effect of menstruation also limit the
daily activities that women are able to perform. 
ÒA woman is ritually impure during menstruation
and anyone or anything she touches becomes
impure as well,Ó a Nepalese girl told
WaterAid. Banned from touching
food or crops during menstruation,
a womanÕs ability to work is
severely limited. 

And so exclusion feeds a
tragic cycle. ÒIf girls cannot
work and are not educated to a
high standard the cycle goes on
because there arenÕt going to be any
female voices in authority and
decision making,Ó Gosling explains. 

A classic example is the design and
engineering of sanitation facilities Ð
a manÕs job. Women may get
involved in hygiene
awareness in some
villages but when it
comes to the design
of facilities
engineers donÕt
consider consulting
women. ÒThe
people designing
school toilets, they
donÕt think about
menstruation,Ó

Sanitary conditions
Although global aid for health and education has been increasing,
the proportion of aid allocated to water and sanitation has
decreased. In 1997, water and sanitation received 10 per cent of
aid allocated to specific sectors, but by 2007 it had fallen to 7 per
cent. 

In a study in West Bengal only 11.25 per cent of girls used
disposable sanitary pads, with availability and affordability
being stated as the key obstacles to more widespread use.

In a WaterAid study in Nepal last year, 89 per cent of respondents
practised some form of restriction or exclusion of women during
menstruation, including not attending religious functions and
school, not doing household work, and sleeping separately.

A study of 4,300 primary schools by UNICEF and the Bangladeshi
government found that 47 per cent had no functioning water
source, 53 per cent did not have separate latrines for girls, and
on average the schools had one latrine serving 152 pupils.

Source: Menstrual Hygiene in South Asia by ThŽr•se Mahon and
Maria Fernandes, WaterAid.

Gosling (below) believes
that if menstrual hygiene
is only seen as a womenÕs
issue it will lose
importance
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“The people designing school
toilets, they don’t think about
menstruation.”
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