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Background and Context
Period poverty refers to the inadequate access to menstrual hygiene products, education, sanitation facilities, and waste management. It is a global human rights issue affecting millions of women and girls, as well as non-binary and transgender individuals who menstruate. Despite being a natural biological process, menstruation remains heavily stigmatised in many societies, contributing to systemic inequality in health, education, and economic participation.
According to the United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF), at least 500 million people worldwide lack access to adequate menstrual products and hygiene facilities. In low- and middle-income countries, the issue is particularly acute due to poverty, weak infrastructure, and limited public health education. In some regions, girls miss up to 20% of the school year due to menstruation-related challenges, contributing to higher dropout rates and reduced long-term opportunities.
Even in high-income countries, period poverty persists. For example, surveys in the United Kingdom and the United States have shown that a significant proportion of menstruators struggle to afford basic hygiene products. This has led to increased reliance on charities and food banks, as well as advocacy for policy reform.
The issue has gained international recognition in recent years. Countries such as Scotland have taken pioneering steps, becoming the first in the world to make period products free and accessible through public services under the Period Products (Free Provision) Act 2021. Meanwhile, global campaigns have sought to eliminate the so-called “tampon tax,” which categorises menstrual products as non-essential goods.

The United Nations’ Response
1. Policy Advocacy and Awareness
UN bodies, including UN Women and UNICEF, have worked to raise awareness about menstrual health as a human rights issue. These organisations emphasise the link between menstrual equity and gender equality, education, and public health.
2. Water, Sanitation, and Hygiene (WASH) Programmes
Through WASH initiatives, the UN promotes access to clean water, private sanitation facilities, and menstrual hygiene education in schools and communities. These programmes aim to reduce stigma and ensure safe menstrual management.
3. Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
Period poverty is indirectly addressed through several SDGs, particularly Goal 3 (Good Health and Well-being), Goal 4 (Quality Education), Goal 5 (Gender Equality), and Goal 6 (Clean Water and Sanitation). The UN encourages Member States to integrate menstrual health into national development strategies.

Major Challenges and Obstacles
• Cultural Stigma: Deep-rooted taboos surrounding menstruation prevent open discussion and education, reinforcing discrimination and misinformation.
• Economic Barriers: The cost of menstrual products remains prohibitive for many, particularly in low-income and marginalised communities.
• Infrastructure Gaps: Lack of access to clean water, sanitation facilities, and disposal systems limits safe menstrual hygiene management.
• Policy Inconsistencies: While some countries have implemented progressive policies, many still lack comprehensive national strategies addressing menstrual health.
• Data Limitations: A lack of standardised global data makes it difficult to fully assess the scale of period poverty and evaluate interventions.

Considerations for Delegates
• Expanding Access: How can governments ensure universal access to affordable or free menstrual products, particularly for vulnerable populations?
• Education and Awareness: What role can schools and communities play in normalising menstruation and providing accurate information?
• Infrastructure Development: How can investments in sanitation and hygiene facilities be prioritised to support menstrual health?
• Policy Harmonisation: Should menstrual products be classified as essential goods globally, and how can taxation policies be reformed accordingly?
• International Cooperation: How can the international community support menstrual health initiatives while respecting national sovereignty?

