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A monthly struggle fought in silence
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She managed her own 
periods with torn sari 
cloth, washed in secret. 
“We didn’t talk about it. We 
just endured it.”

Now Rina does the same. 
She washes clothes at night 
in cold water, using a bit 
of detergent if available. 
There is no hot water, no 
disinfectant, and hardly 
any sunlight to dry them.

“I dry them under the 
bed, sometimes behind the 
food rack or under other 
clothes,” she said. “They 
smell bad, but I don’t have 
another option.”

Like Ayesha and Rina, 
many girls rely on cloth -- 
less by choice and more by 
necessity.

A 2024 UNFPA study 
found that 22 percent of 
adolescent girls under 

17 in urban slums use 
cloth as their primary 
menstrual product. None 
of the study’s participants 
had heard of tampons or 
menstrual cups.

Even disposable pads -- 
considered a basic necessity 
-- are often out of reach.

“I buy one pack a month 
if we have extra money,” 
said Rina. “Otherwise, it’s 
back to rags.”

For 16-year-old Sumi 
Akter in Dhaka’s Tejgaon 
slum, pads are an 
unattainable luxury. She 
uses torn cloth, washed in 
secret and dried behind 
furniture in the dark.

“There’s no soap, no 
sun,” she said.

The shared toilet has 
no bins, no running water, 
and no guarantee of safety, 
with boys often loitering 
nearby. Most of the time, 

she has only a single wash 
jug -- or bodna -- of water 
to manage her menstrual 
hygiene.

Globally, an estimated 
500 million women 
and girls lack access to 
proper menstrual hygiene 
products and facilities, 
according to a 2022 World 
Bank report. 

In Bangladesh, 
WaterAid’s ongoing 
project “Stop the Stigma: 
Empowering Menstruating 
Girls in Bangladesh” 
(2022–2025) found that 94 
percent of women and girls 
lack adequate menstrual 
knowledge.

This knowledge gap is 
evident in schools, where 
poor menstrual hygiene 
leads to up to 40 percent 
absenteeism among girls.

According to the project, 
31 percent of teachers 

report a drop in academic 
performance during 
menstruation, while 32 
percent of girls avoid 
school toilets altogether.

Sharmin Kabir, founder 
of Wreetu Health and 
Well-being Foundation -- 
which provides menstrual 
health education in slums 
-- has seen these challenges 
firsthand.

“Menstruation is still 
treated as shameful,” she 
said. “Most families don’t 
have private toilets. Girls 
wait until dark to use them, 
risking harassment just to 
fetch water.”

Sharmin emphasised 
that using cloth is not 
inherently unhygienic -- 
but when girls don’t have 
safe washing and drying 
conditions, the risks rise. 
Even disposable pads can 
pose problems when girls 

lack knowledge about safe 
disposal.

Still, there is hope.
“Many adolescent girls 

want to manage their 
periods safely,” she said. 
“We’ve seen a growing 
demand for reusable pads. 
They’re open to learning.”

She believes that the 
involvement of both 
government and the 
private sector is key. 
Investments in menstrual 
education, accessible 
products, and gender-
inclusive infrastructure 
can transform the issue.

“This isn’t just a 
women’s issue,” Sharmin 
said. “It’s a public health 
issue. A development issue. 
And above all, a matter of 
dignity.”

Focusing on the 
infrastructural challenges 
of menstrual hygiene 

management (MHM) in 
Dhaka’s slums, Partha 
Hafez Shaikh, director 
(programme and policy 
advocacy) at WaterAid, 
said, “Infrastructure can 
be built and funded, but 
long-term maintenance 
is essential. Latrines and 
toilets must be regularly 
cleaned and maintained. 
To sustain improvements, 
we must invest in building 
the community’s capacity 
to manage and maintain 
these services.”

t“There are clear issues 
of safety and privacy in 
the slums, particularly for 
women and girls,” he added. 
“We are working with the 
city corporation, the legal 
authority of the slums, and 
Wasa to improve water and 
sanitation infrastructure 
--with a strong focus on 
gender-sensitive planning.”

Bangladesh lost
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our lives working with the 
government through these 
USAID-funded projects 
to improve the lives of 
millions of underprivileged 
people in Bangladesh,” she 
said.

Almeer Ahsan Asif, 
former deputy chief of 
party of the USAID Bijoyee 
Project, said he had been 
leading a team to help 
2,00,000 young people find 
pathways to employment.

“But that endeavour has 
come to a halt,” he said.

As a result, Bangladesh’s 
development momentum 
has come to a standstill, he 
added.

Alal Uddin, former upazila 
coordinator of the USAID 
Esho Shikhi Project, said the 
development professionals 
have dedicated their lives to 
bringing change to others.

“But today, we are in 
deep crisis. I don’t know 

how I will manage my 
children’s education, my 
parents’ medical expenses, 
and the daily needs of my 
family,” he said.

Kakoli Gomes, who had 
been working as a driver, said, 
“As a single mother of two 
daughters, I am struggling to 
make ends meet. My savings 
have nearly dried up.”

AUDP’s other demands 
include -- carrying out an 
economic impact assessment 
to evaluate the broader 
economic consequences of 
the crisis; amending existing 
laws to ensure tax refunds 
for laid-off workers for this 
fiscal year and waivers of 
advance income tax for the 
next year; and developing a 
national integrated talent 
retention strategy to create 
employment opportunities 
for laid-off professionals 
in the private, corporate, 
business, and investment 
sectors.
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