
© 2021 LANJI OUKO-AWORI. This is an open access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution
License, which permits the user to copy, distribute, and transmit the work provided that the original author(s) and source are credited.

VOL. 41 SYMPOSIUM ESSAY: SEX FOR SANITARY PADS

LANJI OUKO-AWORI

The following is a part of an essay series for the Volume 41 Symposium, "Are You There Law? It's
Me, Menstruation."

Sex for Sanitary Pads: Non-Consensual Trade, Menstrual Hygiene Politics & the Basic Education
Amendment Bill

Lanji Ouko-Awori (J.J. Lanji Ouko is a seasoned author, lawyer, and gender justice
consultant, with vast knowledge in gender justice and gendered crime policy reform and review.
An impressive history and portfolio of legal multi-disciplinary consulting services by utilizing a
rigorous evidence based approach of legal research and policy evaluation. Bridging the gap
between research policy & practice, she aims to holistically transform the conversations around
gender-based violence by addressing policy reforms within the health system, legal enforcement
agencies, and criminal justice system. In addition, Lanji is the author of three books and numerous
research papers. She currently serves as the Founder & Curriculum Director of the legal bureau;
Crevit Mulier & Co.)

"Period" and "menstruation" are words often whispered rather than spoken, due to the taboo
against menstruation in Africa and the Western world. The physical, metabolic phenomenon of
menstruation creates such shame and embarrassment that at least three out of ten girls in remote
areas in Kenya miss school during their periods because of menstruation stigmatization or a lack
of access to menstrual hygiene products.[1] Widespread prejudice against menstruation is
reflected clearly in the cost of a pack of sanitary towels, priced at Ksh75, less than $1 (USD).[2]
Despite pressure from non-governmental organizations for governments to waive taxes on sanitary
towels, the cost of sanitary towels continues to be one of the main issues affecting young girls
across the globe. A tax waiver would significantly reduce the cost of sanitary towels and increase
accessibility. The taboo of menstruation creates a culture of silence, which makes tax waivers on
sanitary towels an issue leaders do not aggressively table in parliament. Menstruation taboo in
Kenya also implicates issues affecting girls beyond access to menstrual hygiene products, ranging
from early marriage and pregnancy to female genital mutilation.[3]

Period poverty is prevalent in parts of Africa. In Kenya, shame, stigma, and inadequate
knowledge around menstrual hygiene have led to transactional sex in exchange for sanitary towels.
This pervasive sexual abuse of young girls under the age of 15 highlights the barriers to accessing
menstrual hygiene products, deeply entrenched societal stigma, and misinformation regarding
menstruation. Politicians strategically leverage menstrual hygiene politics in election campaigns
by highlighting the percentage of girls missing weeks of school each year, yet conveniently sweep
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menstrual issues under the rug immediately after assuming office.

In 2017, President Uhuru Kenyatta signed the Basic Education Amendment Act Bill into
law. The law provides schoolgirls who have reached puberty with free sanitary towels. Three years
later, the Kenyan government has yet to honor its promise. How does the law address the
complexities of a bill signed into law that has not yet been implemented?
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