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The Dire Need

For generations, mothers and grandmothers across the world have
used cloth as a sanitary pad. It's only in the last few decades that the
big brands have taken over, in the name of convenience of ‘use and
throw'.

Yet, today if you ask most women in a village, ‘How many saris do
you have? many will tell you, ‘not more than 2-3". Is it difficult then to
imagine how these women manage their menses every month, for
years?

This is the story of cloth; why it's important for menstruation and
how women suffer even for this basic...

About a decade ago Goonj was ameny the [irstto hring ‘taboo’
subject and the related dire need for cioi inio the limelight. V
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our guiding principles of dignity and matching material to the needs
of the people, at that time we faced a few critical questions:

+ Would providing access to the market sanitary pads solve all
aspects of the problem forwomen in the villages and slums?

* Could Goonj or any other entity in the world provide awomanin a far-
flung village, a disposable sanitary pad for her entire menstrual life
cycle, spread over decades?

* Would sanitary pads, with non-biodegradable content in the napkin
or the outer cover, be good for the larger village ecosystem?

* Is there adequate infrastructure pan-India to ensure proper disposal
of disposable sanitary pads?

« Whatrole coulc ip/ayinthismascive,complexissue?
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These questions touch upon some ethical, practical and non-
product aspects of the issue. They connect not just with a woman'’s
social, physical and psychological health but also with the larger
well-being of village communities. Clarity on these was critical to
understanding our own strengths, capacities and role in this issue.

The fact is that sanitary pads that are practical, affordable and
environment friendly are still on an experimental level across India.

While the majority of Indian sanitary pads market is still held by the
disposable commercial sanitary pads, village India still survives
largely on old cloth or on unimaginable things like cow dung, sand,
ash, newspapers/paper, jute gunny bag, dry grass, plastic or
anything or nothing at all.

We started a dialogue as the first step to address this issue, apart
from providing a better piece of cloth for women, who didn’t have this
basic. In the midst of a market full of fancy ‘ultra-thin’ to ‘extra-large
wings’ sanitary pads, a humble piece of urban surplus cloth thus
became a powerful tool for opening up conversations on menstrual
health and hygiene with women all across. That's why ‘Not Just a
Piece of Cloth’ (NJPC), the name of our menstrual hygiene initiative.

Some voices from the field
Saharanpur, Uttar Pradesh
“Two-three days before | get my periods, | feel mentally ill, thinking of

what | could use during those days because there is no easily
available cotton cloth. Whenever | think about the ordeal, | get a
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headache. When my periods start | take anything from my house. |
have spoilt cushions, pillow covers and even bed sheets during my
periods. Due to that, | have been scolded and even beaten up many
times by my mother but what can | do? Once in anger and frustration,
I didn’t have food for two days. When | asked my classmate for pads,
she said, these are not for free. These are very costly. She had got
them from the market. | feel sick and often pray to God to stop my
periods forever.” Shalu (name changed) daughter of a tangewala
(horse cart driver) lived in Saharanpur, Uttar Pradesh. Her father's
income was barely enough to meet the daily needs of his family.

Firozabad, Uttar Pradesh

In avillage in Firozabad, Uttar Pradesh, a woman died of tetanus as
she used a piece of cloth that had a rusted hook. “It is a matter of
shame and indignity. Who will speaX about it? T' villar
knows that she died of tetanus bec:us of tie oo, said a villag

Daringbadi, Odisha

"Even today, at times of emergency while we are working in the field
or when a cloth is not available we use leaves from the local Sal
trees,” say the women of Koi tribe, Sugapada village of Daringbadi
block, Odisha. They share how long a piece of cloth typically lasts, if
they have one, “On an average, every woman has two pieces of
clothes to use. We use them for months, sometimes for a year till the
cloth tears off.” Dinabandu, from our local partner Kandhamal Zilla
Sabuja Vaidya Sangathan (KZSVS), working closely with these
communities for many years, says, “These women buy cloth once a
year. The astonishing fact is that many families still take credit from
local sahukars (money lenders) to buy these pieces of cloth.
Consequently, the women are forced to use just a single piece of
clothforanentire year."

Mazara, Uttar Pradesh

Farzana, a 19-year-old-girl from Mazara, Uttar Pradesh, broke into
tears when she got ‘MY Pad’ for the first time. “No one has ever talked
to me on this subject. | had so many questions going on in my mind
but I could never share it with anyone.” She adds, “I remember how my
mother used to buy old clothes from Mangal bazaar (Tuesday market)
for all my sisters to use during menses which meant that she would
have to cut down on other expenses.”




Delhi

An adolescent girl studying in a Delhi government school said, “We
don't have enough money to purchase sanitary pads. We three
sisters in the family use old cloth and if we don't have enough cloth
we go to the local tailor and get cut pieces."” Another girl shared, “Out
of fear, | hid my clothes and bedsheets from my mom. Later when
she found out, she gave me a cloth to control the flow, but we never
spokeaboutit.”

A girl from a Dhol community who migrated from Rajasthan, living
on the streets of Delhi said, “Whenever | menstruate | do not use
anything. | manage it only through the clothes | wear but if the flow is
heavy | use extra cloth. Disposing of the pads is a bigger problem; |
have to wake up at 4 o'clock in the morning to go to the nala (open-
drain) far from our street to throw = way i/~ pad.”

The unbearable trauma, desperation and cormpulsicn vou sensain
the words of Shalu and Farzaria: points to tingedtics that u
month after month for millions of women. We feel that this indignity
and its effect on the sense of self and self-confidence of women is
the most appalling yet the most neglected part of this debate today.
The many issues; from the product to the disposal, the risks and
difficulties to the shame and embarrassment, all add up to turn
menstruation into a monthly disaster forwomen, every month.

This 4 part story charts out Goonj's insights, innovations and
journey around menstruation as a woman’'s most basic need and
why the much-maligned piece of cloth is a viable option. It makes
you ask—if these women had enough cloth, some menstrual
hygiene awareness and the space to freely speak about their
menstrual challenges; would menstruation still be such a monthly
disaster forthem?

These questions touch upon some ethical, practical and




fundamental aspects of tackling the issue. Clarity on these was
critical before stepping into something, which connected deeply with
a woman's social, physical and psychological health. Goonj had to
find its own strengths, capacities and role on an issue which has
three distinct dimensions-The triple A's of menstruation: Awareness,
Access & Affordability.

Very early on we realised that even if a simple piece of cloth was
made available to the masses, many incidents and stories that
women shared with us, of helplessness and indignity wouldn't have
happened. That's why we called this work ‘Not Just a Piece of Cloth'
(NJPC) because cloth emerged as a practical, affordable, easy-to-
use and environment-friendly product. More so, it helps us open up
conversations about the challenges women face around their
menses.

wmb/e piec 'ot/) i< thus hig//ighting what we all need to

know: Thicis 2 Human lesue, not a Women's Issue!!
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