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Background

Menstruation is a physiological process that lasts for,
on average, 5 days.' Studies show that the median
number of lifetime menstrual cycles is 451.3, which
can add up to more than 6 years of bleeding days
total.2 Aside from simply shedding the endometrium
lining, a period can be accompanied by a range of
symptoms, such as pain, heavy flow, bloating, breast
tenderness, mood swings, feeling irritable, or head-
aches; some of those are grouped into premenstrual
syndrome (PMS).® Being such a substantial part
of life for around 26 percent of the population,* it
should not be a reason to stigmatise, exclude, or
limit opportunities to those affected, especially not
due to a lack of financial resources. Furthermore,
the right to menstrual health is not only internation-
ally recognised, but also fundamental to advancing
gender equality and the right to health (including
sexual and reproductive health) more broadly.® Since
menstrual poverty can result in health complications
such as chronic genital tract infections, which can
lead to infertility, ectopic pregnancy, and chronic
pelvic pain,® it is very much a topic ingrained in those
fundamental rights.

One of the biggest reasons for menstrual-related
exclusion is period poverty, defined by UN Women
as “the inability to afford and access menstrual prod-
ucts, sanitation and hygiene facilities, and education
and awareness to manage menstrual health.”” Plan
International UK identifies a more easily understood
‘Toxic Trio' at the root of period poverty: the cost of
sanitary products, a lack of education about periods,
along with shame, stigma, and taboo.®

Context and Current Policy

Despite not being commonly regarded as an issue
in Europe, studies show the contrary. An estimated
10% of half the EU’s population who menstruate are
affected by period poverty, with a higher prevalence
among people with a low income, refugees, young
people, and people with disabilities. Studies from
Belgium, France, Germany, and Spain highlight
the economic burden menstruation imposes,
particularly on vulnerable persons.®

The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated this issue by
disrupting supply chains and intensifying financial
strains.’® A French study determined that an esti-
mate of 20% of young women in France are notably
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affected by period poverty."" Additionally, trans-
gender and gender-diverse people who are assighed
female at birth are also particularly vulnerable, with
a US study showing that nearly 34% of trans men
and 24% non-binary individuals live in poverty, in
comparison to 16% of cisgender individuals.?

The consequences of menstrual poverty are vast,
ranging from negative impacts on education or work
(as a lack of period products forces people to stay
home) to serious health hazards or risks.'® A study
conducted by Plan International showed that 49%
of girls in the UK had missed an entire day of school
due to their period, and up to 27% of responders
also had at one point overused a sanitary product
because they could not afford fresh ones.® Prolonged
use of menstrual hygiene products increases the risk
of serious health complications, such as urinary tract
infections, bacterial vaginosis,'* and even toxic shock
syndrome - a rare, but possibly lethal complication.'®

The EU passed a reform that allows Member
States to apply reduced or even zero VAT rates on
menstrual hygiene products, however, practices
remain divergent across the EU, with some States
adopting a zero rate (e.g. Ireland, Cyprus, and Malta)
while others have maintained the standard rates (e.g.
Hungary, Sweden, and Denmark).’ This is simply not
enough. Combating menstrual poverty needs to be
multifaceted and institutional.

Non-governmental organisations have been raising
awareness about the issue and implementing their

own measures of combating period poverty, which
include providing single-use menstrual products in
schools, at universities, and other public spaces.'®
For example, Paris-Saclay University has provided
reusable products for students in precarious finan-
cial situations,'” which both decreases the monthly
cost for menstruating individuals and reduces
the environmental impact. However, these grass-
roots and singular actions are just drops in the ocean
of needs.

Good Practices
and Recommendations

Initiatives in Scotland have ensured that free
access to period products is protected by law. All
local authorities and education providers are legally
required to make period products available free of
charge, as and when they are required.'® This has
allowed menstruating people in all situations to
go about their day with less financial stress and
reduced worry of being caught without having any
menstrual hygiene products should a period arrive
unexpectedly. At least 1 in b respondents reported
that they had accessed the free products due to
challenges with the cost of living.'®

As an organisation representing young people
across Europe, we believe that ensuring no one is
affected by period poverty is a crucial step towards
achieving gender equality, and young people’s enjoy-
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ment of their social and economic rights, including
the right to menstrual health.

Call to Action

The European Youth Forum calls on all European
countries to:

+ eliminate the “Pink Tax" by applying a zero VAT
rate on period products;

+ provide safe access to publicly-funded menstrual
products in easily accessible public spaces (such
as schools, universities, city halls, courthouses,
shelters, etc.);

* include menstrual cycle, hygiene, and poverty,
along with comprehensive sexual education,
in the curriculum, to decrease stigma and
raise awareness;

+ provide school and university students with
reusable menstrual products at health and
wellness classes;

* implement measures in national healthcare
policies to mitigate the health consequences
in cases of patients at risk or already suffering
from complications related to menstrual poverty,
with a special focus on pediatric and young
adult patients;

+ provide the possibility of sick leave for patients
experiencing severe symptoms of menstruation.

The European Youth Forum calls on the European
Union to:

* include the fight against menstrual poverty in
the EU Anti-Poverty Strategy.

The European Youth Forum calls on all European
institutions to:

» ensure that grants awarded to civil society organ-
isations include funding for menstrual hygiene
products at in-person events.
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