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Welcome delegates to the 2019 UCMUN conference! My name is Valeria Popolizio, 
and I am very excited to work with all of you as the Director of the Commission on the 
Status of Women. The CSW was founded in 1946 with the goal of promoting gender 
equality. To do so, the commission focuses on illustrating the realities of women’s lives and 
the empowerment of women. The CSW works to empower women (no matter their age) 
through political participation, economic success, healthcare access, and much more. 

This year, our committee will discuss two different topics, which are closely related 
to achieving Sustainable Development Goals. Topic A is centered on the issue of child 
marriage, an issue that is linked to many other forms of gender inequality and violence 
against women. Topic B focuses on menstrual health management and menstrual hygiene. 
Menstrual stigma is prevalent around the world; thus, limiting access to proper menstrual 
hygiene for women and girls. Both topics affect a girl’s ability to obtain an education, 
impact their physical and mental health, and have economic repercussions. 

To have a successful conference in November, it is crucial that delegates fully 
research these two topics, their nation-states’ stance on the topics, and solutions to these 
issues (they can be totally new, or stemmed from previously attempted solutions from the 
United Nations, nation-states, or organizations). All knowledge on these topics and ideas on 
solutions are encouraged during debate. 

I am currently a senior at UConn. I am a double major in political science and human 
rights, with a minor in Latino studies. Outside of UCMUN I work for the Puerto Rican/Latin 
American Cultural Center as the Co-Coordinator for METAS, a peer-mentoring program; 
and as the New England Latinx Student Leadership Conference Coordinator. I am excited to 
be planning this conference, which will be held at the university in March 2020. I am also 
honored to be a BOLD Women’s Leadership Network Scholar. During my free time, I like to 
be with my friends, go on drives, and advocate for social justice. 

This is my third year in UCMUN and my third year as the Director for the 
Commission on the Status of Women. I am thrilled to be back as the director for this 
wonderful commission, and finishing my undergraduate career by directing CSW! I hope 
that by the end of this conference, delegates will have fun and come out with an enriched 
knowledge about Model UN and the topics we will be discussing. 

If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me via email and I will 
try and respond as soon as possible. 
 
Valeria Popolizio 
UCMUN 2019 CSW Director 
valeria.popolizio@uconn.edu 
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Committee History 

The Commission on the Status of Women (CSW) is one of the eight functional 

commissions under the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC). It was established a year 

after the creation of ECOSOC by the Council resolution 11(II) of 21 June 1946. The 

Commission is made up of representatives of UN Member states as well as civil society 

organizations and UN entities. It meets annually for a two-week session at the UN 

headquarters located in New York.  

As a functional committee, the Commission’s duty is to “facilita[te] 

intergovernmental discussions of major global issues” (“About Us”). The CSW’s mission is 

to promote women’s rights, gender equality and women’s empowerment, and discuss the 

conditions of women’s lives around the world (“Commission on the Status of Women”). As 

of 1996 (established by the ECOSOC resolution 1996/6), the CSW tracks the progress of the 

Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, which promotes equal rights between men and 

women as an inalienable human right (“Fourth World Conference on Women”). It also 

tracks the progress of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, which was developed 

in 2015 through ECOSOC resolution 2015/6. 

Previous themes for the annual CSW sessions have discussed the importance of 

access to education, science, and technology (2010);  the empowerment of women for 

means of social changes (2012); and the elimination of violence against girls (2013) 

(“Commission on the Status of Women”). From March 13 to the 24, CSW will have its 

sixty-first session where they will be discussing “women’s economic empowerment in the 

changing world,” and “the empowerment of indigenous women” (“CSW61 2017”). 
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Topic A: Child Marriages 

Introduction 

At the center of issues affecting women and girls is the autonomy to make their own 

choices. One of the most discussed human rights violations against women is the issue of 

child marriage. Though “child marriage” can be used to describe the marriage (both formal 

and informal) of any individual under the age of 18, in reality this issue affects girls at a 

much higher rate than boys. According to the Global Citizen movement, “there are 

approximately 700 million women around the world today who were married as girls” 

(Selby & Singer). Girls that are married off are forced to leave their families -- typically 

marrying a much older man and treated as an exchange of property. 

Not only does child marriage strip girls of their childhood, but it also “curtails their 

education, compromises their health, exposes them to violence and traps them in poverty, 

undermining their prospects and potential” (“Preventing child marriage”). Child marriage 

is one of the key indicators of equity for women within a nation-state, as it is a precursor 

for numerous acts of violence on women. 

 

Figure 1.1: Infograph describing the relationship between child marriage, poverty, 
and lack of education (“Poverty”). 
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By not allowing a girl to be educated, child marriage has numerous effects on 

women and their families. Without an education, girls are not able to access the tools and 

resources needed to advance economically. Stuck in a cycle of debt, girls cannot become 

economically independent from their husband -- as the male is the sole provider of the 

household. The lack of economic mobility further exacerbates the societal expectations that 

are already placed on women to be the caretakers of homes. 

A woman who is economically dependent on her spouse often faces issues like 

domestic and sexual violence. Since economically dependent women do not have enough 

money to survive on their own, their dependency often inhibits them from leaving their 

husbands. According to the World Health Organization, domestic and sexual violence is not 

only a “major public health problem” but a “violation of women’s human rights” as well 

(“Violence against women”). Child marriage is not only a human rights violation in itself, 

but it perpetuates many others as well. 

The effects of domestic violence also damage a victims’ physical and mental health. 

The mental and emotional traumas women and their children (either as direct victims or 

victims through witnessing) endure make these groups vulnerable to diseases and even 

death. Furthermore, it normalizes the abuse and oppression that is seen throughout child 

marriage cases. 

The United Nations has taken several steps towards eliminating child marriage. The 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), adopted in 1948, explicitly states: 

“Marriage shall be entered into only with the free and full consent of the intending spouses” 

(“The Universal Declaration of Human Rights”). Child brides are not able to give full 
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consent because they are coerced and often do not have a full understanding of the action 

taking place. A majority of the time, child brides are forced by their parents, as well as 

societal norms and economic pressure, to go through with the marriage. The outside 

pressures and lack of understanding take away from the girl’s full autonomy. 

Approximately ten years after the adoption of the UDHR, the United Nations 

adopted the Declaration of the Rights of the Child in Resolution 1386 (XIV). The United 

Nations acknowledged that “mankind owes to the Child the best that it has to give.” Among 

the ten principles stated, the Declaration of the Rights of the Child specifically states 

children have “[t]he right to special protection for [their] physical, mental and social 

development” (“About the Declaration”). Children are seen as a vulnerable group who 

cannot give full consent, thus they must be protected. Child marriage is a clear violation of 

this principle, as physical and mental abuse is directly connected to being forcibly married. 

Additionally, the right to “understanding and love by parents and society,” as well as 

the right to a “free education,” are violated because the needs of girls to be successful and 

treated as dignified humans are not considered in these scenarios. The Declaration of the 

Rights of the Child does not explicitly state at what age childhood starts or ends. This 

ambiguity allows for nationstates and communities to interpret the age at which people 

should be protected as children and at which they should be protected as adults. 

The Convention on Consent to Marriage, Minimum Age for Marriage and 

Registration of Marriages was ratified under General Assembly resolution 1763 A (XVII) in 

1962. This convention expands on article 16 of the UDHR that states an individual’s right to 

marry with “free and full consent” (United Nations General Assembly). However, it again 
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does not specifically state the age of consent; rather, it calls for action by nationstates to 

create legislation that explicitly states what the age of consent is. In the case of child 

marriage this can be extremely problematic, because it allows for girls as young as 11 to be 

considered as adults; thus not providing them with this additional protection (“From 11 to 

21: ages of consent around the world”). 

It is crucial for child marriage to be eliminated, as it contributes to numerous other 

inequalities and forms of violence against women and girls. In 2015, the United Nations 

Member States adopted the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, which states 17 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) for a better world now and in the future. Among 

these goals are: “gender equality,” “reduced inequalities,” and “peace, justice, and strong 

institutions” (“Sustainable Development Goals”). By eliminating child marriage, women and 

girls will have greater opportunities and improved life standards that can lead to gender 

equality and improve institutions as well as society for all genders. 

History and Description of Issue 
 

Child marriage is often talked about as an issue that only occurs in the global South. 

The reality is that the societal view on child marriage has shifted historically as 

nationstates have economically developed. According to the World Atlas: “Throughout 

history until the 20th century, child marriages were the norm in most parts of the world” 

(Nag). Child marriage was a societal norm because life expectancies were low (Nag). In 

earlier centuries, many people only lived to their mid-forties. Today, according to the 

World Health Organization, “the average life expectancy at birth of the global population in 

2016” is 72.0 years (“Global Health Observatory (GHO) data”). Previously, marrying before 
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the age of 18 was seen as a “faster way to reproduce,” since the life expectancy was so low 

(Nag). 

 
Figure 1.2: The chart above illustrates the life expectancy trends as a world average 
as well as compares the different life expectancy amongst world regions between 
1770 and 2015 (Roser).  
 

As seen by the chart above, life expectancy drastically increased in many parts of the 

world around the 20th century (Roser). Not only were medical practices improving, but 

industrialization also had direct impacts on life expectancy increases. A region’s average 

life expectancy has historically exponentially increased during times of economic 

flourishment.  

As nationstates began to develop, there was also a shift in many societies to improve 

the status and rights of women. In numerous nationstates, women began to receive an 
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education, gain the right to vote, and enter the workforce. The life expectancy increase and 

societal shift on the rights of women led child marriages to: 

“Nearly disappear in the developed economies of the world, however, child 

marriages continue to be practiced in spite of global protests and resistance against 

this act” (Nag). 

Once there was an increase of life expectancy, the main argument for child marriage 

shifted to the enforcement of tradition and the economic benefits families gain from 

parents forcing their young girls to marry. 

In some communities, this practice is seen as a rite of passage. Some communities 

believe that when a female menstruates she is no longer considered a girl; rather, she is 

now a woman. Therefore, “marriage is the next step towards giving a girl her status as a 

wife and a mother” (“Why Does Child Marriage Happen?”). This is a clear form of gender 

inequality, because society views girls and women as belonging to a man rather than as an 

independent being. 

Girls are seen as merely property: If not wives, they are seen as a disposable form of 

income. According to Girls Not Brides: 

“More than half of girls from the poorest families in the developing world are 

married as children. Where poverty is acute, families and sometimes girls 

themselves believe that marriage will be a solution to secure their future” (“Why 

Does Child Marriage Happen?”). 

Families in impoverished communities that condone child marriage see daughters 

as an extra expense on the family. The family must spend on feeding, educating, and caring 
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for the daughter. Rather than seeing this as an investment to increase her potential 

opportunities in life the way they view sons, families see this as a drain on their resources.  

Two systems in place that further increase the likelihood of families to force their 

young daughters to marry young are bride price and dowry. Bride price is a direct payment 

from the groom and their family to the family of the girl. This practice is typically seen in 

sub-Saharan African nationstates. Impoverished families are quick to forcibly marry their 

daughter to any contender because, not only is it one less mouth to feed, but it is also a 

form of income. Dowry is the complete opposite to the bride price. Typically seen in South 

Asian nationstates, dowry occurs when the bride’s family pays the groom’s family to marry 

her. This further exacerbates the societal belief that daughters are a “burden in such 

households” (Nag). In communities that practice dowry, girls are seen as a drain on the 

family’s resources. 

Oftentimes, if the family pays the groom a dowry, they “pay less money if the bride is 

young and uneducated” (“Why Does Child Marriage Happen?”). The education of women 

and girls is a systemic issue that continues the vicious cycle of child marriage and the 

oppression of women and girls. If girls do not go to school, they have far less access to 

opportunities to move upward economically. A girl’s education is not valued in 

impoverished communities that practice child marriage because it is seen as a burden 

rather than an investment. This idea has been ingrained in those communities for so long 

that it has become a way of life -- both men and women will enforce these ideals. 

When girls do not go to school, they are stuck in stereotypical roles at home, such as 

being a mother and depending on their husband to be the “breadwinner.” This dynamic 
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causes the woman to be economically dependent on her spouse. In cases of domestic abuse, 

this can be a large reason why the victim does not seek help. In addition to the numerous 

physical and mental effects of domestic abuse on a victim, child marriage is linked to 

increased health disparities for women and girls. 

Many of the health issues that are linked to child marriage can be seen as taboo 

topics to discuss, since they are about pregnancy and sex. According to the International 

Women’s Health Coalition: “Girls under 15 are five times more likely to die in childbirth 

than women in their 20s and face higher risk of pregnancy-related injuries, such as 

obstetric fistula” (“The Facts on Child Marriage”). Since girls are getting married at such a 

young age, and oftentimes to grooms that are drastically older, they become pregnant at a 

young age as well. Pregnancy-related injuries, such as obstetric fistula, can cause 

ostracization of girls from their family -- only furthering the discrepancies of opportunity 

that females have compared to their male counterparts. 

This does not only directly affect the girl, but it also affects her children. The 

younger the girl, the higher the child mortality rate is. “[C]hildren of child brides are 60 

percent more likely to die in the first year of life than those born to mothers older than 19,” 

based on information gathered by the International Women’s Health Coalition (“The Facts 

on Child Marriage”). Since girls who are married off at such a young age typically live in 

impoverished households, they do not have the economic means to provide their children 

with proper healthcare and medical attention to try and save their lives. 

Some of the infections and diseases that can be transmitted to their children are HIV 

and other sexually transmitted infections (STI’s). Typically, child brides do not have the 
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knowledge nor the autonomy to be able to “negotiate safer sexual practices;” thus, they are 

at greater risk of having HIV and STI’s and not having sufficient funds to receive proper 

treatment (“The Facts on Child Marriage”). 

The reality is child brides are extremely vulnerable, because they are affected 

economically, physically, and mentally. The effects of child marriage only repeat the vicious 

cycle that must be broken to ensure gender equality and the protection of women’s rights 

and human rights. 

Current Status 
 
According to data collected by the United Nations International Children’s 

Emergency Fund (UNICEF), “an estimated 25 million child marriages have been prevented 

due to progress during the past decade” (“Child Marriage: Latest trands and future 

prospects” 2). However, if the current rate of progress does not accelerate, the Sustainable 

Development Goal of eliminating child marriage will not be met by 2030 (“Child marriage 

around the world”). 

Though child marriage does affect both boys and girls, UNICEF emphasizes the root 

of this human rights violation is based in gender inequality. Unlike their male counterparts, 

since a great amount of child brides are from impoverished communities, female child 

brides are less likely to have access to an education once they are married. The call to act 

against child marriage is extremely important, not just on an individual level to improve 

girls’ lives, but to also have “substantial economic costs at the national level” (“Child 

Marriage”). 
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The United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), alongside UNICEF, created the Global 

Programme to Accelerate Action to End Child Marriage in 2016 in hopes of providing 

women and girls with opportunities “to thrive and fulfill their potential” (“UNFPA-UNICEF 

Global Proramme to Accelerate Action to End Child Marriage”). The Global Programme 

promotes female empowerment through education of social attitudes and institutional 

barriers that hinder the potential of women and girls. It also advocates for the creation of 

policies and laws, on all scales, that protect girls’ rights in hopes of removing the 

institutional barriers that are in place (“Child Marriage”). Additionally, UNICEF works 

closely with numerous stakeholders, such as non-profit organizations and community 

leaders in order to eradicate this practice.  

 

Figure 1.3: Girls Not Brides is a major global partnership comprised of over 1,000 
member organizations that work to end child marriage, including the U.S. Fund for 
UNICEF (“Our Members”). 
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Through global partnerships such as Girls Not Brides, many organizations, ranging 

from the U.S. Fund for UNICEF to grass-roots and civil society organizations, work towards 

the common mission of accelerating the elimination of child marriage. Together, these 

organizations advocate against child marriage, report any policy developments, and create 

“country-specific strategies” (“How We Work”). Interventions are oftentimes created to 

tackle the issue of child marriage as a holistic problem. Organizations that are partnered 

with Girls Not Brides believe factors such as improving access to education, providing 

economic support for impoverished families, and increasing access to information - on 

careers, economic resources, sexual health education, etc. - will ultimately lead to the 

abolishment of child marriage.  

Similar interventions are developed through the International Center for Research 

on Women (ICRW). After being commissioned in 2009 by the WHO, the ICRW has identified 

countries and organizations that are working on eradicating this practice (Malhotra et al. 

6). According to their research, the majority of organizations focused on ending child 

marriage engage not only the affected girls but the families as a whole. Interventions that 

have been successful typically educate communities on the underlying social norms linked 

to child marriage and address “change [to] deeply entrenched social and cultural practices” 

(Malhotra et al. 6, 24). Despite success when these interventions are first introduced to 

communities, they are simply not enough to have sustainable impact. 

On the other hand, programs that are simply focused on incentives are also not 

sufficient enough to make deep rooted change. For instance, though programs that provide 
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families with economic incentives to send their girls to school delay marriage, they 

typically do not change societal views regarding the issue. 

Programs that the ICRW have stated to have a long-term impact on communities, 

past the “response to a heavy dose of the intervention,” are typically a “balance between 

the desire for depth and the promise of scale and sustainability” (Malhotra et al. 24). 

Programs that incentivize individuals as well as tackle the societal issues that are linked to 

child marriage are pertinent to eventually achieve the Sustainable Development Goal of 

achieving gender equality. 

Bloc Positions 

 

Figure 1.4: According to the Sustainable Development Goals, child marriage is to be 
eliminated by 2030. Based on information gathered by the United Nations 
International Children’s Emergency Fund in 2018, though the worldwide trends have 
been decreasing throughout time, there is no region that will completey eradicate 
child marriage by 2030 (“Child Marriage: Latest trends and future prospects” 4). 
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Sub-Saharan Africa & South Asia 

The two regions that are most significantly impacted by child marriage around the 

world are Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia. However, as seen by Figure 1.4, child 

marriages have significantly decreased in both of these regions. 

A great amount of intervention through outside organizations has targeted these 

two specific regions due to their high percentage of child marriage. Not only have 

organizations been held accountable for creating sustainable change in these regions, but 

the United Nations has emphasized the importance of holding “government policymakers 

and other duty bearers” accountable for the human rights violations that are occuring in 

their nation states (“Accountability for Child Marriage”). 

Direct steps on a regional level to end child marriage can be seen through the 

creation of the African Union Campaign to End Child Marriage, as well as the South Asian 

Initiative to End Violence Against Children (SAIEVAC) (“5 Signs We Made Progress 

Towards Child Marriage in 2016”). 

On a national scale, numerous countries such as Zambia and Mozambique have 

enacted action plans and strategies to end child marriage (“5 Signs We Made Progress 

Towards Child Marriage in 2016”). Individual countries have been defining 18 as the 

minimum age of consent to marriage -- whether it be by enacting legislation or through 

Supreme Court decisions (“5 Signs We Made Progress Towards Child Marriage in 2016”). 

Despite the success in significantly decreasing the amount of girls impacted by child 

marriage in these regions, they are still not set to completly eradicate the practice by 2030. 

In order to do so, more sustainable intervention must be put in place. 
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Figure 1.5: Image of women attending Juba Day Secondary School, a school that aims 
to allow girls to continue their education after having children at a young age (Smaak 
& Varia). 
 
Latin America and the Caribbean 

Unlike Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean have 

“become the only region[s] in the world where child marriages have not decreased 

significantly over the past decade” (“Latin America Losing the Battle Against Child 

Marriage: Unicef”).  

In fact, Latin America is the fourth highest ranking region for adolescent girls who 

are married or form non-formal early unions around the world (“Latin America Losing the 

Battle Against Child Marriage: Unicef”). Indigenous girls are among those who are most 

severely affected (McCarthy). According to the director of the United Nations Fund for 

Children (UNICEF) for the Carribbean and Latin America: “[O]ne in four women is [sic] 

married or in union before the age of 18” (Quintero & Wylie). Different countries 

throughout the region are more heavily impacted than others. Additionally, there is a lack 

of data within numerous countries -- an accurate impact on how child marriage has truly 

affected this region is not actually accessible (Quintero & Wylie). Countries such as 
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Argentina, Chile and Venezuela have yet to “provide any data on child marriage to UNICEF” 

(Davison).  

 Members of the United Nations have made commitments to eliminating child 

marriage; however, significant action has not taken place in countries throughout the Latin 

American and Carribean region. According to Latin America Reports: “Although the law in 

the majority of Latin American countries requires girls to be 18 before marrying, there 

remain exemptions with parental or legal guardian consent” (Davison). Laws like these can 

be problematic because, if girls are coerced into marriage by their parents, there is still no 

free-will when agreeing to consent to a marriage. In order to see significant change in the 

region, laws must be strengthened to eliminate the loopholes that allow for child marriage 

to occur. 

North America and Europe 

Based on information gathered by the Girls Not Brides Atlas, there are virtually no child 

brides within North America and Europe (“Where Does It Happen”). Though the 

percentages of this practice are dramatically lower than other regions, it is important to 

note that child marriage does in fact still occur within these regions. 

The European Union condemned child marriage; however, numerous individual 

countries have not enacted legislation that clearly bans child marriage. Despite the 

region-wide denouncement, some nationstates “have laws allowing children younger than 

18 to marry under some circumstances” (Barr).  

Similarly, though the United States of America has denounced “all cases of child 

marriage as child abuse” on the federal level, there are still numerous states that have not 
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tied-up the loop holes that allow child marriage, nor explicitly stated 18 as the minimum 

age for consensual marriage (Testa). 

 

Figure 1.6: Protest in New Jersey -- Unchained at Last (Testa). 

Canada has also taken multiple steps to reach the SDG of eliminating child marriage 

by 2030. As a country, they have signed on to multiple United Nations resolutions that 

actively work on specifically targeting child labor. Though there is virtually no 

child-marriage reported in this nation state, it is important to note that the minimum age of 

marriage in Canada is merely 16 years old (“Canada”). Individual provinces and territories 

have the right to create their own minimum age of marriage laws. The young age that 

consensual marriage is allowed and possible inconsistency throughout the nation state 

makes Canada possibly suseptible to cases of child marriage -- just like the United States 

and countries within Europe. 
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Additionally, these regions have indirect ties to child marriage, as countries within 

the regions mentioned have provided foreign aid to countries that have issues with child 

marriage (Barr).  

Committee Mission 

The Commission on the Status of Women has been working for the past 73 years to 

promote women’s rights and empowerment throughout the world (“Commission on the 

Status of Women”). Child marriage is a clear violation of women’s rights because it impacts 

girls at an outstanding rate compared to their male counterparts. 

During the 57th session in 2013, the Commission agreed to eliminate and prevent 

all forms of violence against women and girls (“Elimination and Prevention of All Forms of 

Violence Against Women and Girls”). In describing how this agreement can be a precursor 

to eliminate violence, the Agreed Conclusions explicitly state that nations must:  

“Renew, enact and strictly enforce laws and regulations concerning the minimum 

legal age of consent and the minimum age for marriage, raising the minimum age for 

marriage where necessary, and generate social support for the enforcement of these 

laws in order to end the practice of child, early and forced marriage” (“Elimination 

and Prevention of All Forms of Violence Against Women and Girls”). 

The chair encourages delegates to gain a deep understanding of how child marriage 

is a multifaceted issue. From interfering with a girl’s ability to get an education to the 

physical and mental tolls the practice takes on a girl, child marriage is an indicator of 

gender inequality in multiple sectors of society. Despite the unanimous agreement from 
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members of the Commission to eliminate child marriage, more rigorous and sustainable 

action must take place to ensure the full eradication of this unjust practice. 

Research Questions 

1. How do social roles enforce child marriage? 

2. What factors increase a girl’s likelihood to be forced to marry below the age of 18? 

3. How does child marriage lead to other forms of violence against women? 

4. What laws are in your nation state that criminalize child marriage? 

a. If there are no laws in place, what might be some barriers in creating those 

laws? 

5. What has the United Nations done to decrease the amount of women and girls 

affected by child marriage? Non-profit organizations? 

6. How effective have interventions been by the United Nations? Non-profit 

organizations? Laws or regulations placed by your nation state? 

7. What role does education play in decreasing rates of child marriage? 
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Introduction 

Menstruation is a biological process that typically occurs once a month for about 

three to seven days in women and girls. This process starts around the age of 11 until the 

time of menopause - the average age of menopause is 51 (“Menstruation”). The menstrual 

cycle occurs because female bodies prepare for pregnancy by creating a lining in the uterus. 

If the female’s egg is not fertilized before their menstrual cycle, the uterus will shed its 

lining; thus, menstrual blood - composed of blood and tissue, - “passes out of the body 

through the vagina” (“Menstruation”). 

The reality is, “On any given day, more than 800 million women and girls between 

the ages of 15 and 49 are menstruating worldwide” (Schechtman). Though menstruation is 



UCMUN 2019 Commission on the Status of Women 

a natural process that occurs in the daily lives of women and girls, it is a topic many 

(regardless of gender) do not discuss due to the stigma linked to it (“Understanding 

Menstrual Hygiene Management & Human Rights”). 

Society views menstruation as a taboo; therefore, many are not educated on how to 

properly take care of their bodies when experiencing their periods. Failure to do so can 

oftentimes result in both physical and psychological deterrents for women and girls - not 

only increasing a female’s likelihood of contracting diseases, but also affecting their 

self-esteem. Without proper menstrual hygiene or access to manage their menstrual cycles, 

this, “simple biological fact [can turn] into a barrier to gender equality” (“Understanding 

Menstrual Hygiene Management & Human Rights”). 

The United Nations’ Children’s Fund (UNICEF), along with the World Health 

Organization (WHO) define menstrual hygiene as:  

“Women and adolescent girls using a clean menstrual management material to 

absorb or collect blood that can be changed in privacy as often as necessary for the 

duration of the menstruation period, using soap and water for washing the body as 

required, and having access to facilities to dispose of used menstrual materials” 

(qtd. in Brannagan). 

Menstrual hygiene management is not simply about being able to collect period 

blood; it is about being able to do so in a dignified manner. According to the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights, proclaimed by the United Nations in 1948, all human beings 

must be treated as dignified individuals and are to be granted the rights declared in the 

document (“Universal Declaration of Human Rights”). It is important to note that even 
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though period blood may be collected, “hiding menstrual blood [by not making it visible or 

preventing leaks] isn’t the same as menstrual hygiene” (Brannagan). 

Nationstates and communities not providing females with proper resources for 

menstrual management, such as period products and access to sanitation, exacerbates the 

gender equity gap. The physical and social impacts of poor menstrual hygiene management 

impede on a female’s ability to “enjoy certain rights including those to education, work, and 

health” (“Understanding Menstrual Hygiene Management & Human Rights” 5).  

In comparison to developing nations, industrialized nation states are more likely to 

have greater access to sanitary methods for women to manage their menstrual cycles. 

However, due to the social stigma behind menstruation, many nations have taxed these 

sanitary pads and tampons. The wealth disparity further exacerbates the gender inequality 

gap. “The lack of access to sanitary products, menstrual hygiene education, toilets, hand 

washing facilities, and, or, waste management,” otherwise known as period poverty, is the 

reality for numerous women globally (Sanchez and Rodriguez). 

 

Figure 2.1: Women’s Rights groups advocating against the 12 percent tax on sanitary 

pads in India. This tax was placed on sanitary pads because they are listed as 
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“miscellaneous items,” rather than being seen as important to the betterment of a 

human’s health. 

Source: (Rajagopal) 

The chair highly encourages delegates to gain a deep understanding as to how 

menstrual hygiene and management is not simply an issue regarding the lack of resources, 

but rather a global system issue that deprives women and girls from their basic human 

rights and needs (“Understanding Menstrual Hygiene Management & Human Rights” 4).  

History/Description of Issue 

Despite menstruation being a natural biological process that happens to millions of 

women per day, there is limited information on how menstrual management has been 

handled throughout history (Brannagan). 

Little was documented during early civilization because most scribes were men; 

thus it could be argued that since they were not directly impacted by menstruation, they 

did not write much about it (Brannagan). Additionally, women menstruated at much lower 

rates than in current times because menarche (the first time a girl menstruates) began later 

due to malnourishment, pregnancy rates were high, women would reach menopause at an 

earlier age, and life expectancies were overall much lower (Bushak). 

Though there is little information on ancient civilization’s management on 

menstruation, their beliefs and attitudes are similar to the current stigma that is seen in 

present society. Ancient civilizations believed that, “menstruating women were strongly 

associated with mystery, magic, and even sorcery” (Bushak). Menstruation was believed to 

be dirty and a punishment for women from higher powers (Bushak).  
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Religious norms have also ostracized and shamed women for being on their period. 

Though some religions have less “harsh attitudes towards menstruation,” they are still seen 

as being “impure” (Jensen). However, there are certain teachings in radical forms of 

Christianity and Hinduism where women are banished to “menstrual huts” outside of their 

homes (Jensen).  

One of the most elaborate religious practices for women during their menstrual 

cycles is found in the Jewish faith. According to Judaism teachings, “a woman is considered 

niddah” throughout her entire menstrual cycle (Jensen). Everything about the woman 

during this week is considered to be unclean, thus at the end of her menstrual cycle, she 

must undergo “an elaborate ritual bath known as the mikveh,” where the rabbi must then 

considered her clean again (Jensen). 

Other religions such as Islam and Buddhism also believe that the menstrual cycle is 

impure and thus will not allow for them to enter their respective places of worship 

(Jensen). Similar to Jewish traditions, Islamic women must also,“undergo a ritual bath 

before being deemed “clean” again” (Jensen).  

Since it is seen as a dirty topic throughout society and due to cultural beliefs, many 

do not even know what a period is, and even fewer understand how to properly manage 

their menstrual cycle. Methods of menstrual hygiene “vary from country to country and 

depend on economic status, the individual’s personal preferences, local traditions and 

cultural beliefs and education status” (Das et al. 2). It can be argued that the stigma linked 

to menstruation is rooted from the lack of education on the topic. If there were more 

thorough and comprehensive sexual education for all students, families, and society as a 
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whole, there would be less stigma and thus more information on how to properly manage 

one’s menstrual cycle.  

Current Status 

Given the silence behind the topic, menstrual hygiene management is a global health 

and gender equity issue that is not addressed at the magnitude it should be in order to 

create an adequate difference. 

According to Thinx, a period underwear company, products that are used to absorb 

and collect period blood,“don’t necessarily have proper menstrual hygiene in mind” 

(Brannagan). Numerous popular period products actually have synthetic materials, such as 

pesticides, dioxins, and other toxins that can be linked to medical issues such as toxic shock 

syndrome (“Issues”). Stigma against menstruation is so ingrained in the systems within 

society that companies market the absorbance of products rather than whether or not they 

are safe for an individual’s body. Not only are period products hard to access for those who 

face period poverty (whether it be because of price or lack of knowledge in developing 

economies), but they are simply not created with health standards in mind for any female. 

Though using period products is more sanitary than not, it is still not up to par with 

standards for a healthy life. There is clearly a lack of education in regards to how to manage 

menstruation in a healthy and safe manner. 



UCMUN 2019 Commission on the Status of Women 

 

Figure 2.3: In January of 2019, the Free Period campaign group demanded that the 

English government provide girls of all economic backgrounds with period products 

for free at school. This group lobbied for two years prior to the protest, but no action 

had been taken. 

Source: (Andersson) 

Based on treaties such as the Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination 

Against Women and the Convention on the Rights of the Child, it is imperative that women 

and girls have access to education as not only a human right, but also as a tool of 

empowerment (“Understanding Menstrual Hygiene Management & Human Rights” 9). 

According to information gathered by campaigners in England and Wales, of 1,000 

girls in the nation who were surveyed: “Of the 52 per cent who said they miss school due to 

their period, nearly one in 10 say this is a direct result of being unable to afford or access 

sanitary products” (Andersson).  
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Figure 2.2: Activists from the Student Global AIDS Campaign at the International 

AIDS Society, interrupting South Africa’s Minister of Health to demand increased 

access for South African girls to sanitary pads so that they can attend school. 

Source: (Headley) 

Whether it be because of sickness related to menstruation, lack of access to sanitary 

products, or simply due to stigma related to menstruating, the reality is that numerous girls 

around the world will miss school from school because of this biological process 

(Andersson). According to WASH United (Water, Sanitation and Hygiene), menstrual 

hygiene management is clearly associated “with absenteeism, which can ultimately lead to 

school dropouts [sic]” (“Understanding Menstrual Hygiene Management & Human Rights” 

11). Education is critical for girls to be able to have greater opportunities throughout their 

lives. Furthermore, education can also be a source of information and empowerment to 

break stigma regarding the taboo topic. 

The lack of menstrual education in school is a violation of an individual’s right to 

health, which encompasses, “access to health-related education and information” 
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(“Understanding Menstrual Hygiene Management & Human Rights” 11). Oftentimes, girls 

are not taught about the proper methods of menstrual hygiene management. Additionally, 

boys are lacking knowledge and information on the natural biological process of 

menstruation. 

As depicted in Period: End of Sentence, a documentary that takes place in India, men 

and women see menstruation as a laughing matter. Some men believe the menstrual cycle 

to be when “dirty blood” is released, or simply think it is a sickness. Social stigma can lead 

to embarrassment and being ostracized by family and other community members. It is 

considered to be “the biggest taboo in the country” (Period: End of Sentence). This silence 

causes a lack of knowledge in regards to how to properly manage one’s menstrual cycle. 

Rather than knowing of and participating in sanitary practices, women and girls 

treat their period as a secret, often just grabbing any cloth (whether or not it is dirty) to 

prevent leaking (Period: End of Sentence). Like in most developing nationstates, sanitary 

pads are inaccessible to all women and girls -- especially those who face poverty. Though 

there is a lack of data regarding the physical effects of unhygienic menstrual hygiene 

management, some studies show that without resources such as sanitary pads, tampons, 

and clean menstrual cups, women and girls are more likely to be at risk for infections such 

as bacterial vaginosis and urinary tract infection (Das et al. 1).  

Bloc Positions 

As previously discussed, historical and cultural factors have lead to the 

stigmatization of menstruation around the world. Around the world, an estimated “131 

million girls are out of school” due to this stigmatization (Rueckert). Though there are 
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numerous explanations for this, one of the key factors is the lack of sanitary products, 

discrimination, and stigma they face when on their periods (Rueckert). The lack of 

resources to help support girls going to school while on their periods causes them to miss 

approximately “10-20% of school days,” increasing the probability that they will drop out 

of school (Rueckert). This is the reality for females all over the world. However, the range 

of policies and support (or lack thereof) throughout nationstates is important to analyze in 

order to understand what resources are most impactful to reach menstrual equity -- and 

thus, gender equality.  

Developing Economies 

The stigma linked to menstruation is oftentimes exacerbated by cultural norms in 

nationstates with developing economies. Typically, the socialization of how to treat the 

topic of menstruation is influenced by the values of religion and societal structure. The lack 

of education on the topic has a heavy impact on how individuals will treat menstruating 

women and girls. For instance, “in rural Nepal, women are frequently banished from their 

homes every month to “menstrual huts” where conditions are sometimes fatal” 

(Brannagan). Since menstruation is seen as religiously impure and overall dirty, women 

and girls are shamed out of their homes - further stigmatizing this human bodily function. 

In these particular nationstates, there is a lack of accessibility to not only sanitary 

blood-collecting products, but also methods of sanitation. 
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Figure 2.4: Chart depicting where respondents in India go in order to manage their 

periods when they do not have access to a toilet in their homes. As seen in the image 

above, access to any toilet -- whether it be at home or a community toilet -- is limited 

in impoverished communities. Instead, women and girls settle by going to unsafe 

areas and unsanitary areas, such as open fields. 

Source: (House, Mahon, and Cavill 29) 

According to WaterAid: “A third of women worldwide risk disease, shame, and 

physical, sexual and emotional violence because they have nowhere safe to go to the 

bathroom” (“1 in 3 women lack safe toilets”). A majority of females who do not have access 

to safe and sanitary toilets are located in nations with developing economies. Without 

access to a toilet or clean water, women and girls either choose to risk their safety by trying 

to manage their periods in open fields, or they will simply resort to using unsanitary 

methods of collecting their menstrual blood -- such as using dirty cloths. 

In these particular nationstates, it is crucial that organizations and governments do 

not focus on providing females with only period products. Period products are not effective 

in fully dignifying individuals when managing their menstruation. In impoverished 



UCMUN 2019 Commission on the Status of Women 

communities, the most effective resources in providing women with proper menstrual 

hygiene are combining access to “material products… [with] public-health initiatives for 

improved sanitation and safe water” (Chen). 

Developed Economies 

Access to forms of sanitation such as a safe toilet are more likely in developed 

nationstates. However, there is a disparity between economic statuses that determines 

who has access to sanitary menstrual resources -- like clean water and period products. 

Though women in these nationstates might have access to a wider range of information on 

how to manage their periods, that does not mean that they have access to menstrual 

hygiene management. Period products are both expensive and heavily taxed. Period 

poverty is an issue that is prevalent in industrialized nations. “Just purchasing tampons and 

liners every month amounts to more than $2,000 altogether over a woman’s lifetime;” that 

price does not include medicine, clean water, or other resources needed to manage 

menstruation in a healthy manner (Chen). Similar to developing nations, period poverty is 

not addressed in industrialized nations because of stigma and shame associated with 

menstruation. 
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Figure 2.5: Graph illustrating the mental and social stigma that women in the United 

States face when experiencing their periods. 

Source: (“Get the Facts”) 

Campaigns, such as United for Access by Thinx in the United States, have been 

primarily focusing on providing students with free access to period products “from grade 

school through college” (United for Access). This program addresses the systemic gender 

inequality that is aggravated by period poverty. It is their belief that “period products are 

not luxuries, they are basic necessities” (United for Access). This organization strives to 

achieve menstrual equality through not only providing students with these resources, but 

also changing the way that people talk about periods (United for Access).  

This is similar to the work being done by the Free Period Campaign in England. 

Unlike in nationstates such as India, period products are common knowledge to 

individuals. However, they are still not accessible to all because they are expensive (and 

heavily taxed). 
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Though cultural stigma on the topic of menstruation may be different, it is 

important to note that stigma is still highly prevalent in these nationstates and affecting 

access to menstrual hygiene management. 

Case Study: Scotland 

Although Scotland is considered to be a part of the United Kingdom, it is important 

to specifically highlight this country in regards to their progress in the fight for menstrual 

equity and a model for the rest of the world. 

Reports show that “up to 25% of young women in Scotland” do not have steady 

access to period products (Zipp, Rostvik, and Purcell). Some make up their own products, 

which can  negatively impact their “dignity and self-esteem” (Zipp, Rostvik, and Purcell). 

Scottish parliament members understood the association between period poverty and 

issues such as income inequality and gender inequality; thus they have been the first 

country to take action. 

In August 2018, Scotland became the leader of the menstrual equity movement 

around the world (Zipp, Rostvik, and Purcell). Equalities Minister of 2016-2018, Monica 

Lennon, paved the way for this bill to tackle this global health and human rights issue in 

Scotland (Zipp, Rostvik, and Purcell). After a government-funded pilot that provided 1,000 

low-income women with period products, the Scottish government decided to establish 

this program throughout the country (Zipp, Rostvik, and Purcell). This bill allocates 5.2 

million GBP Pounds towards providing students (from grade school to colleges and 

universities) with free menstrual products (Zipp, Rostvik, and Purcell). Scotland has made 
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a stand by passing this bill -- emphasizing that period products are not a luxury, but rather 

just as much of a necessity as toilets, paper, and soap (Zipp, Rostvik, and Purcell). 

Committee Mission 

The Commission on the Status of Women is composed of United Nations Member 

States who are committed to protect and empower the rights of women and girls around 

the world. During the 63rd session of the Commission, Member States proposed 

recommendations that “puts forth concrete measures to bolster the voice, agency, and 

leadership of women and girls as beneficiaries and users of social protection systems, 

public services, and sustainable infrastructure” (“UN Commission on the Status of Women 

delivers roadmap on ensuring women’s social protection, mobility, safety, and access to 

economic opportunities”). The Agreed Conclusions of CSW63 specifically state the need for 

nationstates to “guarantee” access to “safe and affordable” means of sanitation, such as 

access to safe toilets (“UN Commission on the Status of Women delivers roadmap on 

ensuring women’s social protection, mobility, safety, and access to economic 

opportunities”). By promoting access to sanitation, women and girls have a physical space 

to be able to clean themselves, reducing their risk of infection or disease and promoting 

overall well being. 

Despite UNICEF and WHO’s definition of menstrual health only focusing on the 

physical health of women and girls, it is clear that menstrual health is closely linked to 

various other forms of gender inequities. The ostracization of women and girls on their 

periods, as well as other forms of stigma that occur, can potentially negatively impact their 

school attendance. Education is a precursor for access to opportunities. As opportunity and 
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income gaps are widened, so is gender inequality. Additionally, the lack of sanitary 

resources - such as safe toilets - for women and girls in developing nations are closely 

linked to forms of violence against women, such as physical, sexual and emotional abuse 

(Kane-Hartnett). The Commission on the Status of Women must protect women and their 

rights; thus, it is imperative that it works to eliminate these forms of violence. 

As previously stated, this systemic issue is one that affects women and girls 

throughout the world. An individual’s economic status can impact whether or not they have 

access to sanitary pads or safe toilets, ensuring them the basic human rights to sanitation, 

health, and dignity. 

Research Questions 

1. Why is the lack of menstrual hygiene considered a systematic human rights issue? 

2. How does menstrual stigma increase the gender equity gap? 

3. How does menstrual hygiene education affect all genders? 

4. What is the relationship between menstrual health and education? 

5. How has Menstrual Hygiene Day impacted healthy menstrual health on a global 

scale? 

6. What negative impacts, if any, do period products have on a female’s health and the 

environment?  

7. What groups of people are most vulnerable to inadequate menstrual health? 

8. What policies have nationstates enacted on either the national and/or local level 

promote menstrual health? 
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9. What non-governmental organizations have played key roles in promoting 

menstrual health? 

10. Why is menstrual stigma considered to be a health policy and human rights issue? 
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