




TOWARDS DIGNIFIED
MENSTRUATION FOR ALL:

A HUMAN RIGHTS IMPERATIVE

by

Sahanah Kathirvelu
Dr. Syarifah Fatimah AlZahrah Syed Hussien Al-Attas



Published in Malaysia by
THE HUMAN RIGHTS COMMISSION OF
MALAYSIA (SUHAKAM)
11th Floor, Menara TH Perdana
1001 Jalan Sultan Ismail
50250 Kuala Lumpur
Email : humanrights@suhakam.org.my
URL : www.suhakam.org.my

FIRST PRINTING, 2025 
© Copyright Human Rights Commission of Malaysia (SUHAKAM) 

The copyright of this report belongs to SUHAKAM. All or any part of this report may be 
reproduced provided acknowledgment of source is made or with SUHAKAM’s permission. 
SUHAKAM assumes no responsibilities, warranty, and liability, expressed or implied by 
the reproduction of this publication or any part thereof without SUHAKAM’s permission. 
2otifiGation oJ suGh use is reUuired� All rights reserved�

Cover: Safrizaman Mohammad

Citation: Kathirvelu, S., Al-Attas, S. F. A. S. H. (2025). Towards Dignified Menstruation For All: 
A Human Rights Imperative. The Human Rights Commission of Malaysia (SUHAKAM).

Disclaimer: This report does not claim to be exhaustive in its coverage of the subject matter. 
The findings and disGussions presented are Fased on the inJormation gathered during 
the course of this study and are intended to provide an overview of key issues relating to 
period poverty in Malaysia. They are not meant to serve as a substitute for expert opinion or  
in-depth academic analysis. Readers are encouraged to consider this report as a 
foundational reference to further explore and engage with the complexities of the topic.

  

 

Cataloguing-in-Publication Data

Perpustakaan Negara Malaysia

ISBN 978-967-2295-35-8

A catalogue record for this book is available
from the National Library of Malaysia



Synopsis  v
Acknowledgements vi
Chairman’s Message vii
List of Tables viii
List of Abbreviations ix
Glossary  x
Executive Summary 1
Introduction  7

Chapter 1: Period Poverty as a Human Rights Issue 15

1.1 Background of the report 15
 1.1.1 Initiatives by the Federal and State Governments 17
 1.1.2 Initiatives by other organizations 19

1.2 The Right to Dignified Menstruation ��
 1.2.1 Right to eUualit] and non�disGrimination ��
 1.2.2 Right to sexual and reproductive health 23
 1.2.3 Menstrual health as a human right 26

1.3 Limitations 28

Chapter 2: Barriers to Realizing the Right to Dignified  31 
            Menstruation in Malaysia

2.1 0aGO oJ sustainaFle finanGial means ��
 2.1.1 Economic poverty 32
 2.1.2 Lack of access to menstrual products 34
 2.1.3 Concern about the sustainability of the usage  36
  of sanitary pads

2.2 Lack of water and sanitation 37
 2.2.1 Sanitation in schools and universities 39
 2.2.2 Sanitation in public spaces 40

2.3 Lack of privacy and hygienic spaces 41
 2.3.1 Lack of gender-sensitive facilities 41
 2.3.2 Period spot checking 42

Table of Contents



iv

2.4 Lack of knowledge 43
 2.4.1 Media 44
 2.4.2 Education in schools 45
 2.4.3 Cultural or “religious” barriers 47

��� InadeUuate aGGess to menstrual health diagnosis and  ��
 treatment
 2.5.1 Lack of menstrual health training for healthcare  48
  professionals

2.6 Lack of emotional or psychological support 48
 2.6.1 Gender pain gap 49
 2.6.2 Bodily autonomy 51

2.7 Impacts on vulnerable communities 51

2.8 Absence of laws and policies relating to period poverty 59

Chapter 3: Moving Forward 63

3.1 Best practices 63
 3.1.1 The United Kingdom 63
 3.1.2 Kenya 64
 3.1.3 Sweden 65
 3.1.4 Thailand 65

��� 'onstitutional reGognition oJ the right to dignified  �� 
 menstruation

3.3 Recommendations 67

3.4 Conclusion and way forward 69

References  70



v

Towards Dignified Menstruation Jor All: A Human Rights Imperative is the first 
national-level human rights report in Malaysia addressing period poverty and 
menstrual eUuit]� 4roduGed F] the Human Rights 'ommission oJ Mala]sia 
(SUHAKAM), the report explores how menstruation intersects with fundamental 
rights� inGluding eduGation� health� eUualit]� and dignit]� It sheds light on the 
lived experiences of marginalized communities: rural, Indigenous, incarcerated, 
migrant, disabled, and homeless women and girls who continue to face barriers in 
managing menstruation safely and with dignity.
 9sing Uualitative researGh methods� inGluding a roundtaFle disGussion� 
staOeholder interviews� and desO review� the report identifies si\ Oe] dimensions oJ 
period povert]: laGO oJ finanGial means� poor sanitation� limited privaG]� inadeUuate 
inJormation� insuJfiGient healthGare� and laGO oJ emotional support� It Jurther 
GritiUues the aFsenGe oJ legal reGognition Jor menstrual health and proposes an 
expanded interpretation of Article 5(1) of the Federal Constitution to include the 
right to dignified menstruation�
 Drawing inspiration from best practices in countries like Scotland, Kenya, and 
Sweden, the report makes recommendations covering legislative reform, policy 
integration, data collection, education, healthcare training, and gender-sensitive 
infrastructure. Ultimately, it calls for menstrual health to be treated not as a niche 
issue� Fut as a matter oJ NustiGe� eUualit]� and Gonstitutional rights urging Mala]sia 
to build a future where no one is left behind because of their period.
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The awareness of period poverty is itself a privilege. Many Malaysians remain 
unfamiliar with the term or its far-reaching implications. To some, it simply refers 
to the absence of menstrual products. However, period poverty extends beyond 
that� it is a Jorm oJ deprivation and a reʘeGtion oJ s]stemiG ineUualit] that impedes 
health, education, dignity, and the participation of women and girls in all spheres 
of life. 
 As Malaysia continues to honor its obligations under the Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), Convention on 
the Rights of the Child (CRC), Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
(CRPD), the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action (BPfA), the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), and other international frameworks, it is imperative to 
acknowledge menstrual health as a fundamental human right. Correspondingly, 
SUHAKAM recognizes and commends the collective efforts of government bodies, 
the private sector, and civil society organizations who have worked tirelessly to 
address this issue. Your continued commitment is essential.
 This report by SUHAKAM is timely. It breaks new ground by highlighting the 
multifaceted nature of period poverty and its impact on marginalized communities, 
whose voices are often overshadowed by structural barriers and systemic neglect. 
We are proud to present this pioneering study, which brings together data, expert 
perspeGtives� and lived e\perienGes� The findings serve as a Gall to aGtion and also 
as a roadmap for meaningful reform.
 As we work towards a Malaysia where everyone can menstruate with 
dignity, let this report serve as both a catalyst and a commitment to progress. 
79HA/AM Felieves that dignified menstruation e\tends Fe]ond a soGial need� it 
is a constitutional right. As such, this report proposes a dynamic interpretation of 
ArtiGle ���
 oJ the Federal 'onstitution to inGlude the right to dignified menstruation 
as an essential component of the right to life. 
 On behalf of the Commission, I extend our deepest appreciation to all 
GontriFutors and reaJfirm our unwavering Gommitment to ensure that menstrual 
dignit] is reGogni^ed� proteGted� and Julfilled Jor all�

“HUMAN RIGHTS FOR ALL”

Dato’ Seri Mohd Hishamudin Bin Md Yunus
Chairman
The Human Rights Commission of Malaysia
1 July 2025
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Below are the terms used to describe menstrual products in this report:

Glossary

Description Visual

Disposable sanitary pads
Disposable sanitary pads are absorbent sheets 
worn in the underwear to absorb menstrual 
blood. They are for single use only and must be 
discarded after a few hours. While widely used 
due to GonvenienGe� their JreUuent disposal 
GontriFutes signifiGantl] to environmental waste�

Cloth Napkins (Reusable Pads)
Cloth napkins or reusable pads are washable 
and reusable fabric pads that absorb menstrual 
blood. They are often made from cotton and can 
last several years with proper care. Reusable 
pads are more sustainable and cost-effective 
over time compared to disposable pads.

Menstrual cup
A menstrual Gup is a ʘe\iFle� Fell�shaped deviGe 
inserted into the vagina to collect menstrual 
ʘuid and Gan Fe reused Jor several ]ears� 
making it an environmentally friendly and cost-
effective option.

Menstrual disc
A menstrual disG is a ʘe\iFle� disG�shaped 
device inserted into the vaginal canal to collect 
menstrual blood. It sits higher than a menstrual 
cup, near the cervix, and can be worn for up to 
12 hours. Like menstrual cups, some discs are 
reusable while others are disposable.
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In Mala]sia� man] women and girls Gontinue to JaGe period povert]� This is defined 
by the inability to manage menstruation and menstrual health due to the lack of 
access to menstrual products, clean water and sanitation, private and safe spaces, 
adeUuate inJormation� and ps]GhosoGial support� This report F] 79HA/AM is 
the first national-level human rights analysis on period poverty and dignified 
menstruation in Malaysia.
 Drawing on data from the RTD, stakeholder interviews, and desk review, the 
stud] highlights how menstrual ineUualit] interseGts with struGtural povert]� 
discrimination, and the failure to integrate menstrual health into law and policy. 
/e] findings reveal that while positive initiatives e\ist� eJJorts remain Jragmented 
and laGO long�term strateg] and legal proteGtion� AGGordingl]� a worOing definition 
of period poverty was proposed, which encapsulated both material and non-
material dimensions:

Impacts on vulnerable groups

The report highlights the intersecting challenges experienced by various vulnerable 
groups, including rural, Indigenous, incarcerated, migrant, disabled, and homeless 
women and girls� An anal]sis oJ e\isting laws reveals signifiGant gaps in addressing 
menstrual health and dignity. For instance, the Persons with Disabilities Act 2008 
?AGt ���A does not e\pliGitl] aJfirm the right to Fodil] autonom]� inJormed Gonsent� 
or protection from coercion, provisions essential for safeguarding women and girls 
with disabilities from forced medical interventions such as hysterectomies and 
ensuring their menstrual health needs are met.
 Similarly, the Destitute Persons Act 1977 [Act 183], often cited in matters 
of homelessness, has been criticised for its punitive rather than rehabilitative 
approach and lacks guarantees to essential rights such as shelter, healthcare, and 
access to basic hygiene products. Migrant workers holding the Visit Pass (Temporary 

Executive Summary

0aGO oJ finanGial means to aJJord menstrual produGts

0aGO oJ aGGess to Glean water and adeUuate sanitation JaGilities

Lack of privacy or safe, hygienic spaces to manage menstruation

Lack of knowledge on menstruation and sexual reproductive health

InadeUueG] in aGGess to menstrual health diagnosis and treatment

Lack of emotional support when facing menstruation-related challenges



Employment) [VP(TE)] face multiple restrictions. This includes prohibitions on 
Jamil] reunifiGation� marriage� and aGGess to se\ual and reproduGtive health rights 
(SRHR), with limited or no access to gender-sensitive facilities in the workplace.
 Refugee girls are particularly vulnerable, often dropping out of school upon 
reaching menarche due to social stigma and remain unprotected due to the absence 
of a legal framework. Similarly, Indigenous women and girls, many of whom live in 
remote areas, face chronic water insecurity and lack access to affordable menstrual 
produGts� 2otaFl]� women in detention are suFNeGted to inadeUuate provisions 
and rely heavily on external donations, highlighting systemic gaps in institutional 
care. Meanwhile, in educational settings, period-related bullying continues to be 
reported� Greating an unsaJe and undignified environment Jor sGhool�going girls�

Best Practices

This report highlighted the best practices from the United Kingdom (UK), Kenya, 
Sweden, and Thailand. While the list is not exhaustive, the implementation in 
Malaysia must be adapted to suit the local cultural and societal contexts. 

United Kingdom

• The Women’s Health Strategy for England (2022–2032), a ten-year plan which aims 
to improve the affordability and accessibility to menstrual products, promote health 
litercay, introduce practical measures to support women’s health at work, and 
increase research in areas such as endometriosis, menopause, maternity disparities.

Kenya

• Development of Menstrual Hygiene Management (MHM) Teacher’s Handbook.
• PWD Act was amended to include stronger protections on legal capacity, informed 

consent, and bodily integrity.
ɓ The 'onstitution oJ /en]a aJfirms the right to dignit]�

Sweden

ɓ Menstrual 'ertifiGation �ɎMensGertifieringɏ
 programme� whiGh JoGuses on eduGating 
workplaces about menstrual health and creating an inclusive, emphathetic work 
environment for employess who menstruate.

Thailand

• Enactment of the Prevention and Solution of the Adolescent Act (2016) to reduce 
adolescent pregnancy in Thailand.
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Recommendations

In response, SUHAKAM proposes the following recommendations in the areas of 
policy advocacy, legislative reform, public awareness, education, and healthcare:

1. Adopt a dynamic and liberal interpretation of Article 5(1) inspired by the 
jurisprudence of Article 21 of the Indian Constitution to explicitly encompass 
menstrual health as a right.

2. Advocate for gender responsive budgeting to prioritize SRH needs within 
national plans and for the inclusion of period poverty-related issues in the 
Government’s next budget. 

3. Advocate for the inclusion of menstrual products as a critical item of national 
emergenG] preparedness and response plans Jor pandemiGs� GonʘiGts� and 
climate-related disasters.

4. Implement legislation to distribute free sanitary pads to all individuals, 
regardless of their economic background, recognizing menstruation as a 
fundamental right.

5. Amend the Persons with Disabilities Act 2008 [Act 658] to explicitly include 
protections for bodily integrity, informed consent, and freedom from coercion, 
especially for women, girls, and those with high support needs.

6. Examine the best practices of countries that have introduced menstrual leave 
on the first da] oJ menstruation as a worOplaGe poliG] to ensure a sustainaFle 
implementation. 

7. Strengthen data collection efforts to inform evidence-based policymaking 
by gathering data from relevant ministries to formulate a comprehensive 
framework on SRHR. This includes initiating national data collection on period 
poverty to enable targeted interventions. 

8. Develop Comprehensive Sexual Education (CSE) and integrate menstrual 
health education into school curricula to provide timely and age-appropriate 
information for children, teenage girls, and adults.

�� )Uuip teaGhers and religious eduGators with adeUuate training to eJJeGtivel] 
impart menstruation�related Onowledge to students� Additionall]� eUuip 
teachers with the necessary training to act as protectors and trusted adults 
within the school environment. Suppose in situations where a student discloses 
incidents of abuse, particularly within the home. In that case, it is imperative 
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that teachers understand the appropriate Standard Operating Procedures 
(SOPs) to respond effectively and sensitively.

10. Initiate discussions with the Department of Islamic Development Malaysia 
(JAKIM) to encourage a comprehensive address of period poverty, including 
within religious contexts.

11. Introduce compulsory postgraduate training for medical practitioners in 
womenɌs health or reUuire the Gompletion oJ a Gertified module on womenɌs 
health prior to the establishment of private clinics.

12. Offer proper training for doctors to diagnose and treat menstruation-related 
health issues.

13. Involving men in conversations and initiatives regarding menstruation and 
enGouraging understanding� support� and amplifiGation oJ womenɌs needs� 
particularly in areas such as menstrual health.

14. Ensure that marginalized communities are not overlooked in period poverty 
interventions.
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