Promoting Reusable Menstrual
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ls menstrual blood unclean? Does using a Mmenstrual cup

mean losing your virginity? “‘Sex” is a talboo in a traditional

and conservative society. As periods involve sex organs and
blood, many avoid talking albout it. Misunderstanding sometimes
arises from talboos. Menstruation advocates Zoe and Joyce
co—founded “Free Periods Hong Kong” together with other
gender organisations in early 2019 in the hope of clearing up

public Mmisunderstandings of periods and promoting reusalkle

mMmenstrual products. They also aspire to provide low—-income

families with period products through donations.
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A Month’s Sanitary Pads Cost as much as a
Bag of Rice

Before founding “Free Periods Hong Kong”,
discussions with gender organisations made
Zoe and Joyce realise that period poverty is not
uncommon in Hong Kong. “We talked about
how we learnt about periods when we were little,
and how we were laughed at when period blood
leaked through. If only someone taught us more
about it. Besides, we found out that we have all
experienced times when we did not have enough
money to buy sanitary pads and had to use tissues

or other substitutes as an emergency measure.”

Menstrual products are a necessity for women, but
even though Hong Kong is a developed society,
there are still low-income families that cannot
afford period products. “A month’s sanitary pads
cost as much as a bkg bag of rice.” Zoe pointed out
that people in developing countries may not be
able to afford sanitary pads at all. But considering
the high living standard in Hong Kong, it may
not be that low-income families cannot afford
sanitary products, but they may sacrifice quality to
cut back on expenses. “Sanitary pads should be
replaced every 4 hours, but these ladies may use
it for another 4 hours thinking it is not dirty and
won't leak anyway, which is not ideal for hygiene
and health.” Zoe pointed out that daily necessities
should be affordable as a human right, so maybe
the government should provide support in forms

such as subsidies.

In fact, subsidies for sanitary products are not
unheard of. In late February 2020, the Scottish
Parliament passed the Period Products (Free
Provision) Scotland Bill with the unanimous
support of all 112 MPs. The government would
provide free sanitary products, like tampons and
sanitary pads, for girls and women who need them.
These products can be collected at designated
public places, such as community centres, youth
clubs and pharmacies. Scotland thus became the
first country in the world to provide free sanitary

products for women. The annual cost of the policy

is expected to be around 240 million HK dollars.

Without such measures in place in Hong Kong,
citizens can only help themselves. Zoe was
inspired by how the well-known menstrual product
company Ruby Cup donates a sanitary product
to women in different places for every product
it sells. Working with menstrual cup brands and
supported by a $100,000 Good Seed fund, “Free
Periods Hong Kong” runs a similar “Sell One,
Give One” concept. The profits from setting cloth
sanitary pads and menstrual cups are used for
donating menstrual products to women from low-

income families.

They also organise various period education
workshops. Joyce pointed out that people with
lower income may not be willing to give reusable
menstrual products a try at first because these
products seem relatively expensive. For example,

a menstrual cup may cost two to three hundred
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dollars. But in fact, reusable sanitary products, such
as cloth sanitary pads, menstrual cups, and reusable
tampons, are not only eco-friendly, but they also
reduce monthly spending. Joyce noted, “Therefore,
donation and education are both important. Free

Periods is doing both at the same time.”

Liberate Thinking and Break Limits

Despite that, when they promote reusable sanitary
products, they find that many Hongkongers do
not know much about periods. Zoe explained that
some people think that putting a menstrual cup
into the vagina would break the hymen and make
the user lose her virginity. “But they may not even
know where the hymen is, how it is formed, or the

fact that not everyone has a hymen.”

Apart from that, family members’ misunderstandings
about periods may also deter women from using
cloth sanitary pads. Joyce pointed out that used
cloth sanitary pads have to be washed and placed
under sunlight to kill germs, which subdivided
flat residents may not have the space for; even
if there is enough space, the women may feel

embarrassed to let others see the pads.

Some traditional families may also object to their
children putting period products out because

they regard these products that touch sex organs

as unauspicious. Joyce said, “l used to hang cloth
sanitary pads where my family hang clothes. My
dad thought it would bring bad luck because in his
traditional mindset, objects that touch sex organs
and absorb period blood are ill-omened, and that
they remain unclean no matter how much you

wash them.”

To be fair, not all schools teach students correct
knowledge about periods. Zoe was met with
reluctance from some schools when she
approached them to promote reusable period
products. “Schools get very uptight when they
learn that we will mention menstrual cups and
tampons.” Schools also tend to focus more on
safe sex in sex education: “They prefer preventive
education to these seemingly general sex

education topics.”

Zoe explained that sex education in Hong Kong
is school based: the curriculum is decided by
individual schools, which may rush through the
part on menstruation. The taboo is particularly
strong in schools run by churches. “But we hope
that boys can also learn about periods because
in society, they will definitely meet someone who
is on her period or having a period cramp. What
they think about this situation is key to promoting

gender equality.”
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Imparting Correct Knowledge on
Social Media

How do girls access correct information about
menstruation when it is neglected by schools
and avoided by families? Zoe and Joyce said
that teenagers nowadays are independent. They
would search on social media such as YouTube and
Instagram for information about periods. “They
may also search on Google. But information about
periods on Instagram and other social media
contains a lot of irrelevant stuff, like pills and diets.

It is either cosmetic-centred or very commercial.”

In view of this, besides working on “Free Periods
Hong Kong”, Zoe and Joyce also started pages

about periods on respective online platforms, as
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well as period product online shop “Happeriod”
and “MenstruAction”, a social platform for
sharing period-related experiences. Zoe and
Joyce also hope that by hosting workshops,
they can guide women to learn more about their
own bodies, understand that having periods is
completely normal, and become more confidently
in charge of their bodies. Apart from this, they
also wish to explain periods to men to correct
misunderstanding and promote gender equality.
They hope that people will stop avoiding the
topic of periods and menstrual blood out of
embarrassment. Joyce pointed out, “The word
‘free’ means two things: free of charge and

liberation in thinking.”



