
Menstrual 
Health in Africa

CELEBRATING PROGRESS ON

IN 2021

AFRICAN COALITION  
FOR MENSTRUAL  
HEALTH MANAGEMENT

A year of great progress 
for menstrual health in Africa

The year 2021 saw menstrual health (MH) taking its rightful 
place at the centre of the development and humanitarian 
agendas. The essential role that water, sanitation and hygiene 
(WASH) plays in our communities, as well as development 
efforts, and the ability to have our needs met with dignity, were 
recognized.
In the past few years, there has been a marked increase in the 
number of programmatic responses in grassroots advocacy 
and pilot projects. Countries are placing greater efforts on 
developing national MH policies. For those that wish to 
integrate MH into sexual and reproductive health rights (SRHR), 
we’ve developed a technical brief on this issue.
Our members have been responding to gaps in policy, product 
availability and knowledge levels around MH. Whether 
organizations are training communities to make their own 
reusable pads or creating awareness of the benefits of 
menstrual cups, these innovative and environmentally friendly 
initiatives bring skills and additional income to households. 
The ACMH is honoured to have been involved in many of these 
interventions, whether playing a key role, facilitating their 
development, or by cheering from the side lines. Our internal 
reflections show that the coalition is fast becoming a force to 
be reckoned with on the continent. In the year ahead, in addition 
to keeping up the momentum, we aim to strengthen our 
communication and interfacing between different task forces, 
while also refining our strategic focus areas.

The ACMH Team

Mandi flies the MH flag high

We’re so proud of ACMH leadership member and Research 
Fellow, Mandikudza Tembo. In October 2021, Mandi received 
the Southern Hemisphere Award from the Society for 
Adolescent Health and Medicine (SAHM) for her work in 
menstrual hygiene research and public health activism. Mandi 
leads CHIEDZA, a cluster randomized trial in Zimbabwe 
focusing on SRHR outcomes for youth. She also contributes to 
the ACMH’s Research and Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E) 
Task Force. 
“I am truly honoured and humbled to be recognized for my work 
in public health activism and menstrual health research. Many 
thanks to SAHM for this award and to my colleagues and 
mentors for making all of this possible.” Mandi Tembo.

We’re setting the standards

Eight countries in East and Southern Africa (ESA) have set 
standards for menstrual health products, which is the highest 
number for any African region. Standards for reusable cloth 
pads have been developed in Kenya, South Africa, Tanzania, 
Uganda and Zimbabwe. Two countries in the West and Central 
African region (Nigeria and Ghana) have set standards for 
disposable sanitary pads. 
In 2021, the South African Bureau of Standards established a 
committee to begin the process of developing standards for the 
menstrual cup and held consultations with manufacturers. This 
is significant, as no standards currently exist for menstrual cups 
across lower and middle-income countries worldwide.
Additionally, our Products and Standards leadership team gave 
input into the creation of a global standards and products 
database in 2021, commissioned and currently held by the 
Reproductive Health Supplies Coalition (RHSC). The database 
offers a wealth of information, such as the year the standards 
were issued, issuing authority, description of product and advice 
on disposal.
Designed in collaboration with women and girls in Africa over 
the past two years, AFRIpads Underwear is durable, 
comfortable and can be used in combination with AFRIpads 
reusable pads or as everyday underwear. An AFRIpads 
Underwear video series has been launched to showcase the 
impact the underwear is having on the everyday life of women 
and girls.

Research 

Improving acceptability of the washable pad 

While stigma is still attached to menstruation, making use of 
washable products is an equally taboo subject. Many girls feel 
ashamed to choose the reusable option as it may suggest they 
cannot afford disposables. Others reject the action of washing 
a bloody cloth pad. 
To combat this, the Days for Girls Washable Pads Campaign 
was launched. The collaborative campaign, driven by the South 
Africa Department of Women, Youth and People with 
Disabilities, was implemented by Days for Girls International 
and MIET AFRICA, with funding from UNFPA, the United Nations 
sexual and reproductive health agency in South Africa (Eastern 
Cape and KwaZulu-Natal) and WaterAid (Gauteng). It aims to 
raise awareness of the washable pad, combat stigma and 
encourage menstruators, school communities and government 
officials to choose washable pads as a viable and safe option. 
The response was overwhelmingly positive:
“At first, I was scared, thinking the pad will leak, but that never 
happened. I like that when you wash it and hang it on the line, 
no one can see that it’s a pad. It looks like you are hanging 
handkerchiefs on the line to dry.” — Learner

“It was so exciting to be part of the campaign and get the 
opportunity to use the washable pads. I enjoyed using them 
although, at first, I was reluctant because they were unfamiliar. 
The pads were nice and soft, and I can use them anytime. 
Thank you Days for Girls.” — Learning Support Assistant 

“Washable pads are good and encourage cleanliness. No 

learners complained of being uncomfortable with them during 
the campaign. Thank you, MIET and Days for Girls.” — Principal

“These washable pads relieve us of the stress of having to buy 
pads for our kids each month. They are comfortable and you 
can wear them anytime, anywhere.”— Parent

An update on the 2018 rapid review takes stock of progress 
made since the 2018 MH Symposium. The results are in, and it 
all looks very promising for MH:
• The concept of MH has moved from a narrow view on hygiene, 
to a broader concept of health.
• There has been increased advocacy to remove import duties 
and taxation of products, and for the inclusion of puberty 
education in school curricula. 
• Greater connection has been established between effective 
MH and reduction of school absences and/or dropouts. 
• More countries are developing MH policies.
However:
• There must be greater focus on collating robust data and 
evidence on the results of implementation. 
• There is little notable development regarding an agreed list of 
MH indicators covering all sectors and in line with global 
standards. 
• More evidence is needed on the translation of legal and policy 
instruments into viable strategies and programmes. 

Policy development and technical guidance 

Kenya’s MH strides
Last year saw the finalization of Kenya’s Menstrual Hygiene 
Management Policy 2019-2030, a document that is supported 
by the Kenya Menstrual Hygiene Management Strategy 
2019-2024. The strategy focuses on mainstreaming MH, 
strengthening partnerships and coordination, development and 
maintenance of WASH infrastructure, strengthening MH 
education and awareness, promoting advocacy and resource 
mobilization, and establishing effective M&E systems for MH.
Alongside these frameworks, Kenya’s Ministry of Education and 
Ministry of Health jointly developed Menstrual Hygiene 
Management in Schools: A Handbook for Teachers. This 
reference guide empowers teachers to respond appropriately to 
various menstruation-related challenges faced by girls in the 
school environment, and provides factual information for 
breaking myths, taboos, beliefs and misconceptions on 
menstruation.

Integrating MH into SRHR
If the topic of integrating MH into SRHR is less than clear, 
consider our Technical Brief: The Integration of Menstrual 
Health into Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights Policies 
and Programmes. It offers guidance on integration at the level 
of policy, programme, financing, service delivery and community 
engagement. The guide provides recommendations for 
integration efforts, including galvanizing commitment and 
political leadership, while fostering cross-sectoral collaboration. 
It aims to ensure MH is included as an essential component of 
HIV prevention, treatment, care, and gender-based violence 
(GBV) initiatives. It also ensures that MH is prioritized in all 
phases and sectors of humanitarian responses.

MH and education

Want to learn more about menstruation at Columbia University?
Menstruation in a Global Context: Addressing Policy and 
Practice is currently being offered at Columbia University and 
hosted on EdX.org. Learn about policy and advocacy, 
humanitarian responses and programming for adolescent girls. 
The seven-module course takes an estimated 14 weeks (2 to 3 
hours per week) to complete. You can choose to audit the class 
for free, or to take the verified track for $50 and earn a 
certificate upon course completion. 

African Youth and Adolescents Network on Population and 
Development and ACMH 
UNFPA’s East and Southern Africa Regional Office (ESARO) has, 
for a number of years, been supporting the growth of the 
African Youth and Adolescents Network on Population and 
Development (AfriYAN) for advocacy on sexual and 
reproductive health and rights. With ESARO serving as the 
ACMH Secretariat, it was only a matter of time before the two 
interfaced more proactively. 
In April 2021, the South Sudan branch of AfriYAN began working 
closely with its member organizations in schools, with a focus 
on strengthening the MH component of comprehensive 
sexuality education. Their advocacy centred on the need to end 
menstrual stigma and harmful taboos, increase school 
retention, and reduce the rates of early and unintended 
pregnancies, among other challenges faced by girls and women 
of menstruating age. AfriYAN South Sudan, with support from 
UNFPA, conducted training with schoolgirls, boys and teachers 
to produce reusable sanitary pads using local materials. 

Tackling myths and taboos about MH
In 2021, Femme International, through its programme with 
community social groups and teen mothers, reached girls aged 
11 to 16 years in Kenya and Tanzania. Menstrual cups and 
reusable pads were distributed, and the organization’s school 
club programme trained girls and boys on SRHR and MH. 
Femme International convened period talks, events that served 
as an opportunity for community members to increase their 
knowledge on MH and discuss how to tackle the myths and 
taboos about menstruation in society. This programme 
connects participants with health professionals.

Advocacy work in Somalia
Deegaan-San, a Somali 
organization working towards 
peace, health and environmental 
protection in Somalia, held 
consultations with communities on 
the connections between GBV, 
female genital mutilation and 
menstrual health. The organization 
distributes sanitary pads to girls in 
school, an initiative that is funded 

by staff who pool money to purchase the products. During field 
visits, when Deegaan-San noticed that some schools did not 
have toilet doors or locks, the organization donated door locks 
for schools in Mogadishu and Adado District in Galmudug 
State. 

Integrated MH project in Tanzania yields positive results
In April 2021, Kasole Secrets, Kibaha Municipality and the 
Tanzania National Institute for Medical Research implemented 
the Integrated Menstrual Health project in six public schools. 
The project distributed bamboo disposable Glory Pads for free 
for three months, assisted in forming school health clubs with 
girls and boys, trained school committees on WASH, worked 
with school management teams and District Education Officers 
on change management and entrepreneurship, and provided 
start-up capital for the schools to run a pads business as an 
income-generating activity. The results were highly favourable, 
including an increase in access to menstrual products and 
knowledge on MH. More information

Innovation for menstruation
We’re surrounded by 
innovation, and the 
menstrual health sector is 
no exception. 
Transformation Textiles 
has been collaborating 
with mass garment 
manufacturers, such as 
Alpine Group, to produce 

more than 100,000 dignity kits, coupled with culturally 
appropriate MH educational tools and resources, as developed 
by For Her Dignity.

Alpine Group: By using all 
the empty spaces in their 
markers of primary 
products and pre-cutting 
the components of 
reusable sanitary pad 
liners, fabrics that would 
ordinarily have been 

wasted are now being used more efficiently. “When you link with 
large garment manufacturers, you will never, ever run out of 
pre-cut pieces again,” said Rachel Starkey, founder of 
Transformation Textiles and Alpine Group’s Director of 
Sustainability and Social Responsibility. Watch this video for 
more details. 
With the success of their pilot programme, Alpine Group is set 
to support an additional 250,000 women in the next five years 
through the UN commitment Maker Programme, part of the 
UN’s 2021 Generation Equality Forum held in Paris last year. 
They are showing other mass garment manufacturers how the 
textile industry can be a significant force in tackling period 
poverty. Most garment manufacturing facilities are based in 
low-income countries. Factories don’t need to go far to help 
local MH initiatives, significantly reducing their pre-consumer 
textile waste footprint, and dramatically changing the game for 
locally available, reusable dignity kits.
For Her Dignity produced more than 1000 aesthetically pleasing 
training tools in the form of tapestries, which are being 
distributed to vulnerable communities in Kenya, Uganda and the 
Middle East. These colourful fabrics are adorned with pictures 
used for training. QR codes are also printed on the fabric to 
allow users to access additional resources on MH. In spite of 
restrictions due to the COVID-19 pandemic, a group of 200 
community volunteers who were given the tapestries sensitized 
more than 9000 others in their rural communities. As the 
participants gather to learn about MH with the tapestries, 
dignity kits and pre-cut pieces of various components of the 
dignity kits are available to the participants. Internal follow-up 
reports have shown that most participants of these MH 
sessions go on to train others. In fact, 57 per cent of the girls 
sensitized with this approach in communities targeted at the 
start of the pandemic in 2020 were still training more girls 
coming of age when they were revisited at the end of 2021.

Get to know….

Sipiwo Matshoba, ACMH WASH Task Force member
Sipiwo Matshoba is the Chief Director of Social Empowerment 
and Participation for South Africa’s Department of Women, 
Youth and Persons with Disabilities (DWYPD) and an ACMH 
WASH Task Force member. In this recording, he reflects on his 
work for DWYPD, gender inequality and the launch of the South 
African Coalition for Menstrual Health and Hygiene. Sipiwo gets 
personal as he shares his memories of meeting Nelson 
Mandela.

MH in humanitarian settings: making headway in Uganda
Between May and October 2021, WoMena worked with female 
refugees in Uganda to provide MH training and awareness, and 
distributed MH kits. Almost half of this group were host 
community females, including people living with disabilities. 
The kit, donated by Ruby Life, contains a casserole metal box 
for disinfecting and storing the menstrual cup, soap for body 
hygiene, a bucket for water storage, safe and private disposal of 
menstrual flow when toilet facilities are not immediately 
available, and a towel for pain relief. 
WoMena held trainer-of-trainees workshops with 19 to 
49-year-olds. This was followed by door-to-door delivery of MH 
training, awareness raising and education. In addition, WoMena 
carried out training with implementing partner staff to enable 
them to offer informed support to menstruating persons using 
the menstrual cup.  
The Lutheran World Foundation (LWF) implemented MH 
programmes in refugee camps in Northern Uganda, which 
resulted in incremental use of menstrual cups among refugees 
and host communities. Women and adolescent girls were 
trained in making their own reusable sanitary pads, and the 
organization funded the construction of changing rooms at 
food distribution points. The impact of the COVID-19 lockdown 
resulted in the suspension of school-based MHM clubs. 
However, following COVID-19 protocols, committed teams from 
LWF continued to conduct awareness raising through dramas 
and door-to-door community engagement. 

COVID-19 spotlights the importance of 

WASH 

The pandemic presented WASH-related challenges for those 
who menstruate. These include commodity insecurity as a 
result of disrupted supply chains, high prices combined with 
economic stress and reduced access to clean water to manage 
periods and for product disposal. Organizations like WaterAid 
focus on ensuring that WASH services and behaviour change 
initiatives ensure menstruation-related rights of all people who 
menstruate.
WaterAid’s achievements during 2021 include the following:
√ Building model health facilities and initiating a campaign 
on water and hygiene in Malawi.
√ Collaborating with Water and Environmental Sanitation 
(WESNET) and Civil Society Education Coalition in Malawi to 
make a case for removal of tax on menstruation-related 
absorbents, a budget allocation for construction of changing 
rooms for girls, and prioritization of WASH in decentralized 
discretionary resource allocation.
√ Creating video clips in Eswatini on the importance of 
water and sanitation in MH.
√ Helping to integrate WASH into the National MHM 
Guidelines.
√ Addressing MH taboos among people living with 
disabilities in Madagascar.

WASH Alliance Kenya 
implemented WASH 
First, a project that 
resulted in the 
installation of water 
tanks, handwashing 
stands and soaps, and 
the distribution of MH 
kits (containing reusable 
pads and inner pants) to 
schoolgirls in informal 

settlements in Korogocho and Mathare Valley. Impact 
assessments noted that absenteeism reduced after WASH 
Alliance began distributing the MH kits. The project also 
included the training and sensitization of boys on menstrual 
health issues, as well as training teachers on the use of the 
infrastructure installed and supporting girls with effective pain 
management approaches.
In 2021, members of the ACMH Products and Standards Task 
Force were consulted and contributed to the creation of the 
Period Tax and Campaign database, an initiative of WASH 
United. The database is an overview of the countries that place 
taxes on period products and offers a list of useful resources 
and advocacy tools. 
 
Notable events in 2021

The Africa Symposium 
on Improving Menstrual 
Health Management in 
May 2021 brought 
together a diverse group 
to discuss progressive 
steps taken since the 
first symposium in 
2018. The event was led 
by Sahle-Work Zewde, 
the President of 
Ethiopia; Monica 

Chakwera, the First Lady of Malawi; Diene Keita, UNFPA’s 
Deputy Executive Director for Programme; and Robert Kampala, 
Regional Director of WaterAid, representing the leadership of 
the ACMH. The event was attended by more than 700 
participants and involved 99 speakers. 
The key findings/agreements of the symposium echoed and 
unpacked much of what was explored in the 2021 Update of the 
Rapid Review, such as recognition of menstrual health as a 
human right, the various and intersecting components of MH, 
the need for better data and evidence, and the importance of 
sustainable financing. In addition, the symposium called for 
stronger public-private partnerships in MH efforts, including 
men and boys in championing MH as a human right, and 
starting MH education before menarche to address shame and 
fear.
The symposium concluded with a Renewed Call to Action to 
strengthen commitments, to respond effectively to the 
menstrual health needs of all people.

During the 16 Days of Activism 
against GBV campaign, which runs 
from 25 November to 10 December 
each year, Days for Girls (DfG) 
Uganda published an article on the 
connection between 
COVID-19-related economic 

hardships, GBV and menstrual health. DfG argued that 
COVID-19-related economic stress brought on by rising prices in 
the past two years can force families to renegotiate what is 
deemed essential. When menstrual health products are not 
recognized as essential by individuals who control the family’s 
finances, they may withhold funds for the purchase of 
menstrual products when household income is scarce. 
According to the article, when women choose to reallocate 
income towards purchasing menstrual products, they may 
become victims of economic violence. In addition, the lockdown 
reduced women’s access to safe WASH facilities, increasing 
their difficulty in managing menstruation with dignity and safety, 
which is an essential component of both menstrual health and 
GBV protection. The article concludes that menstrual health is 
an issue intricately tied to GBV and cannot be overlooked in 
GBV prevention efforts.

A webinar on Advancing menstrual 
equity at the systemic level through 
policy shifts and standards webinar 
tackled the importance of 
governments owning and driving MH 
policy development and 
implementation at a national and 
sub-national level. In addition, 
advocates must ensure MH education 

policy is inclusive and reaches menstruators in formal and 
informal education settings. These objectives can only be 
realized when adequate and sustainable funding is available, 
indicating that numerous and innovative funding mechanisms 
must be developed. Webinar insights can be found here. 

#MenstrualHygieneDay2021

World Menstrual Hygiene Day (28 May) was marked by diverse 
events across the continent. UNFPA Kenya marked this day by 
collaborating with This-Ability Trust to provide dignity kits to 
women with disabilities in Ziwani School for the Deaf in 
Mombasa County, Kenya. To date, the partnership between 
This-Ability Trust and UNFPA has reached 12,000 people in 
eight counties and educates recipients and caregivers on 
menstrual health management, when distributing dignity kits 
with washable sanitary pads.

West and Central Africa celebrated Menstrual Hygiene month by 
hosting its first ever Symposium on Menstrual Health and 
Hygiene. 
The symposium was a space for strategic reflection on the 
partnerships required to increase momentum around MH, 
including integration of MH into humanitarian and Ebola 
responses.

The Cova Conference in September 2021 brought together 
more than 200 participants to reflect on achievements related 
to the distribution, use and impact of the flowcup, a menstrual 
cup designed and distributed by The Cova Project Limited. A 
moving aspect of the conference was the reflections of girls on 
challenges in accessing sanitary products and their positive 
experiences using the flowcup. The Cova Project works with 
local organizations in Ghana, Liberia, Malawi, South Africa and 
Uganda. 
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