
 
 

INVESTING IN GIRLS’ MENSTRUAL HEALTH IS SMART AID 

CAROLINE MAROHASY 

UNIVERSITY OF SYDNEY’S FACULTY OF ARTS & SOCIAL SCIENCES 

JUNE 2013 

www.globalvoices.org.au 

GLOBAL VOICES NAIROBI STUDY TOUR FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 

AUSTRALIAN YOUTH DELEGATION 

 



 
Investing in Girls’ Menstrual Health is Smart Aid 

Global Voices Nairobi Study Tour on Sustainable Development Australian Youth Delegation 
Caroline Marohasy (University of Sydney’s Faculty of Arts & Social Sciences) 

 
Page 1 

 

  

GLOBAL VOICES 
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board of directors is chaired by The Honourable Peter Lindsay, a former Parliamentary 
Secretary for Defence. 
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leaders to a variety of major international events. We also run a domestic events program 
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makers over a small, intimate working meal. 

Our vision is where young Australians have an influence on the world stage. 

Our mission is to create opportunities for young Australians to engage with international 
policy both at home and abroad. 
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Abstract 
 

Girls and women are the most underutilised economic and social capital asset, in the 
developing world.  Despite the well-established link between female education and 
exponentially positive development outcomes, they remain systematically disenfranchised 
in both short-term and long-term policy making. One of the most significant challenges to 
economic development that has been consistently overlooked is the reality that girls across 
Sub Saharan Africa are still missing significant amounts of school because they lack simple 
necessities such as sanitary pads. The Kenyan government has recognised this, and along 
with small NGOs periodically distributes free sanitary pads to girls of menstrual age. This 
solution fails to capitalise on a critical opportunity to empower local female populations to 
create small-scale production enterprises. Australia needs to use its limited African aid 
budget in Kenya to harness the disproportionate economic benefits associated with keeping 
girls in school, by utilising emerging smart aid models championed by the example of 
Sustainable Health Enterprises in Rwanda.  

Recommendations 
 

1. The aid charity model needs to be abandoned in favour of smart aid focused on 
quantitative and qualitative outcomes in all Australian aid projects  

2. In Kenya specifically, existing local networks of women need to be educated about 
menstrual health hygiene and the disproportionate socioeconomic gains from 
educating women  

3. The Australian Government needs to engage in the lending of microloans to these local 
female stake holders to finance the acquisition of an MIT sanitary pad machine and 
fund other initial fixed capital outlay based on the Sustainable Health Enterprise (SHE) 
model  

4. The Australian Government needs to bring together production networks between the 
Kenyan agricultural sector and local producers, modelled on the SHE example  

Introduction 
 

Among the plethora of issues facing adolescent girls in the developing world, and especially 
Sub Saharan Africa, are the challenges associated with menarche.  In addition to the usual 
pains and discomfort experienced during menstruation, which are exacerbated by female 
genital mutilation, girls in developing African nations are unable to carry out chores or 
participate in the community1. More importantly for long-term development, inadequate 
hygiene options during menstruation mean that a significant proportion of girls are missing 
or withdrawing from school, at critical junctures in their development. The economic 
opportunity cost of girls not participating in primary and secondary education is significant. 
Studies looking at the gross domestic product (GDP) of Sub Saharan Africa between 1960 

                                                        
1
 Barbara Herz and Gene B. Sperling, What Works in Girls’ Education’: Evidence and Policies from the 

Developing World (New York: Council on Foreign Relations), p.4 
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and 1992 found that had education between men and women been more equal, annual per 
capita GDP growth would have improved by approximately 1 per cent2. Educating girls has 
also been suggested to be the single best policy for reducing fertility and achieving smaller 
more sustainable families3, which in turn leads to mothers being able to better invest in the 
children they do have. The primacy of education and its economic flow on effects need to be 
recognised if we are to achieve the Millenium Development Goals (MDGs) which Australia is 
signatory to4. The challenges preventing higher participatory rates for the education of 
females in the developing world are significant, but understanding the roots of these 
obstacles makes apparent some simple and sustainable solutions which can have magnified 
socioeconomic benefits.  

Background 
 

Girls miss school in Sub Saharan Africa for a combination of reasons. Many of these reasons 
have to do with cultural attitudes toward reaching age of menarche, particularly the view 
that girls are then considered to be at sexual maturation, and ready for marriage. 
Consequently, this means a number of girls in Sub Saharan Africa are sexually exploited by 
opportunistic male teachers, or students, which makes parents reluctant to continue their 
education5.  Primary field notes from one Ghanian study quote one teacher describing that 
girls of menstrual age become “jumpy jumpy… when a girl begins attending (menstruating) 
others may view her with new eyes, as she may view others with new eyes”. To which the 
interviewer asks “which others?” to which the teacher responds “The men. And then the 
family may then worry that this girl may need to be dehorned. She may become horny”6. 
Apart from cultural attitudes, educating children in Sub Saharan Africa is prohibitively 
expensive and can be viewed as outweighing the benefits of allowing a girl to marry, where 
she would henceforth be away from males in an educational setting, as well as becoming the 
financial responsibility of her husband7.  

For girls remaining enrolled in school, the overcrowding of facilities is a significant issue 
during menstruation. For example primary accounts by field researchers in a typical Sub 
Saharan African state school found only one toilet within the block containing a sanitary 
towel bin, a working door, and flushing system. It is common in some areas for schools to 
have only one toilet for every 80 children even though calculation based on a typical student 

                                                        
2
 Stephan Klasen, “Does Gender Inequality Reduce Growth and Development? Evidence from Cross-

Country Regressions”, in Policy Research Report on Gender and Development Working Paper No.7 
(Washington D.C: World Bank 1999) 
3
 Herz and Sperling, What Works in Girls Education, pp. 4. 

4
 Position Paper: Millennium Development Goals Review, Australian Council for International 

Development, 2010  
http://www.acfid.asn.au/aid-issues/files/acfid-position-paper-mdg-review , viewed 2 May, 2013 
5
 Naeemah Abrahams, Shanaaz Matthews and Petunia Ramela, ‘Intersections of sanitation, sexual 

coercion and girls’ safety in schools’ Tropical Medicine and International Health 11, no.5 (May 2006), 
pp. 751. 
6
 Shannon A McMahon, Peter J Winch, Bethany A Caruso, Alfredo F Obure, Emily A Ogutu, Imelda A 

Ochari and Richard D Rheingans, ‘The girl with her period is the one to hang her head’ Reflections on 
menstrual management among schoolgirls in rural Kenya’, BMC International Health and Human 
Rights 11, no.3 (2011), pp.5. 
7
 Herz and Sperling, What Works in Girls Education, pp. 6. 

 

http://www.acfid.asn.au/aid-issues/files/acfid-position-paper-mdg-review


 
Investing in Girls’ Menstrual Health is Smart Aid 

Global Voices Nairobi Study Tour on Sustainable Development Australian Youth Delegation 
Caroline Marohasy (University of Sydney’s Faculty of Arts & Social Sciences) 

 
Page 4 

 

  

population estimate at least 80-100 girls would be menstruating on any given school day8 9. 
If girls do choose to come to school, they risk significant embarrassment in what remains a 
“shame based culture”10. Bloodstains on uniforms or clothing have been described by 
primary accounts of school-girls as reason enough not to re-attend class into the future11.   

These examples deal with girls who do have access to sanitary products. This is not the case 
for a significant number of girls in Sub Saharan Africa, as such products remain prohibitively 
expensive12.  Forum for African Women Educationalists (FAWE), a Ugandan not-for-profit 
organisation found that buying commercial sanitary products would result in a recurrent 
expenditure of just over US$1 per month, which is the equivalent to one tenth of the 
average household income, or ‘monthly spending equivalent to four radio batteries, or 
enough paraffin to last a family one month’13. These challenges are exacerbated where male 
family members control the budget and discussion of female menstruation is taboo, or 
where the household consists of more than one female of reproductive age, and the family 
demonstrates “son preference” as is commonly the case14.  

 Girls who cannot afford adequate sanitary products must attempt to make do with what 
they can find. This may mean using rags bundled into their underwear, pieces of cloth, foam 
from mattresses, and even grass and bark. Anything associated with menstrual blood is 
subject to stringent taboos in many African cultures, where it is believed sighting another’s 
bloodstains can even cause infertility15. This means that where improvised materials are 
used, they are often damp and unclean, with no private place for washing and drying, 
thereby increasing any chances of infection or sores developing16. As well as immediate 
hygienic risk, using these substitutes for sanitary products recurrently can result in chaffing, 
open wounds, and long-term complications such as chronic urinary tract infections and 
associated pelvic inflammatory disease. In a policy brief published by the African Population 
and Health Research Centre, girls at the age of menarche reported that sanitary towels were 
almost universally their preferred method of managing menses17. Where they are not 

                                                        
8
 Herz and Sperling, What Works in Girls Education, pp. 63 

9
 Naeemah Abrahams, Shanaaz Matthews and Petunia Ramela, Intersections of sanitation, sexual 

coercion and girls’ safety in schools, p. 752. 
10

 Varina Tjon A Ten, Menstrual Hygiene: A Neglected Condition for the Achievement of Several 
Millennium Development Goals, (Zoetemeer: Europe External Policy Advisors, 2007), p.8.  
11

 Varina Tjon A Ten, Menstrual Hygiene: A Neglected Condition for the Achievement of Several 
Millennium Development Goals, p. 8. 
12

 Marni Sommer, ‘Where the education system and women’s bodies collide: The social and health 
impact of girls’ experiences of menstruation and schooling in Tanzania’, Journal of Adolescence 33, 
no.4 (August 2010), pp. 522. 
13

 Jackie Kirk and Marni Sommer, ‘Menstruation and body awareness: linking girls’ health with girls’ 
education’, Water Supply & Sanitation Collaborative Council (January 2006), pp. 3. 
14

 Herz and Sperling, What Works in Girls Education, pp. 42 
15

 Tracey Crofts, Menstrual hygiene management for schoolgirls in low-income countries: fact sheet 7, 
(Leicestershire: Loughborough University, 2012), p. 2. 
16

 Tracey Crofts, Menstrual hygiene management for schoolgirls in low-income countries: fact sheet 7, 
p. 2.  
17

 Chaacha Mwita, Policy brief no.20: Experiences and problems with menstruation among poor 
women and schoolgirls in Nairobi, Kenya (Nairobi: African Population and Health Research Centre, 
2010), p. 3. 
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affordable however, one Kenyan study reported that the girls all agreed, “one of the most 
effective ways to deal with menstruation is to go home”18. 

Opportunity Cost to Development 
 

Attention has been drawn by many studies to the link between higher years of primary 
schooling drop out rates, and lack of access to adequate sanitary hygiene19. FAWE suggest 
menstruation is the most important factor affecting school drop out rates20. Although 
quantitative data is minimal or relies on questionable records, there have been important 
qualitative investigations published. Along with reliable information from local NGOs and 
field researchers this data provides the basis for decision-making by organisations such as 
the World Health Organisation, UNICEF, Water Aid, African women’s groups, NGOs, IGOs, 
and the Kenyan government who all acknowledge the link between female education 
participatory rates, and poorly provisioned menstrual hygiene solutions21 22 23.   

The report “What Works in Girls’ Education: Evidence and Policies from the Developing 

World” also found that a single year of primary education correlates with a 10-20 per cent 

increase in women’s wages later in life24. Academic studies find the return to a year of 

secondary education is even higher, estimated to be within the 15-25 per cent range25. ‘An 

overwhelming body of research demonstrates that investing in girls education delivers high 

returns for economic growth and broad benefits ranging from smaller families, to women’s 

well being, to disease prevention’ 26.  For example,  

… every year in Kenya, 40,000 15 to 24-year-olds are newly infected with HIV. Girls 

are four times more likely to be HIV-positive than boys. The Global Campaign for 

Education estimates that allowing all children to complete their primary education 

would prevent 700,000 new HIV infections globally each year. For girls especially, 

missing school greatly increases their vulnerability to sexual exploitation and adult 

poverty.27 28 

                                                        
18

 Shannon A McMahon, Peter J Winch, Bethany A Caruso, Alfredo F Obure, Emily A Ogutu, Imelda A 
Ochari and Richard D Rheingans, The girl with her period is the one to hang her head , p. 8. 
19

 Varina Tjon A Ten, Menstrual Hygiene: A Neglected Condition for the Achievement of Several 
Millennium Development Goals, p. 4. 
20

 Varina Tjon A Ten, Menstrual Hygiene: A Neglected Condition for the Achievement of Several 
Millennium Development Goals, p. 8. 
21

 Kirk and Sommer, Menstruation and body awareness: linking girls’ health with girls’ education, p. 7. 
22

 Sarah House, Therese Mahon and Sue Cavill,  Menstrual hygiene matters: a resource for improving 
menstrual hygiene around the world, (London: UK Aid), pp. 11-15. 
23

 Miriam Gathigah, Kenya: Government funds free sanitary pads for schoolgirls, created 29 July, 2011, 
Guardian News: Global Development,  
http://www.guardian.co.uk/global-development/2011/ju/29/kenya-schoolgirls-sanitary-pads-
funding, viewed 2 May, 2013. 
24

 George Psacharopoulos and Harry Anthony Patrinos, ‘Returns to Investment in Education: A Further 
Update’, World Bank Policy Research Working Paper 2881. (Washington DC: World Bank, 2002) pp 1 
25

 Paul T Schultz, ‘Why Governments Should Invest More to Educate Girls’, World Development 30, 
no.2, pp. 207-25 
26

 Herz and Sperling, What Works in Girls Education, p. 16. 
27

 Empower Girls. Period, Huru International, 2012  

http://www.guardian.co.uk/global-development/2011/ju/29/kenya-schoolgirls-sanitary-pads-funding
http://www.guardian.co.uk/global-development/2011/ju/29/kenya-schoolgirls-sanitary-pads-funding
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Kenyan Response 
 

Meeting menstrual hygiene obstacles is essential for achieving the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs) and for economic growth29. In recognising the importance of educating girls 
from childhood through adolescence the Kenyan Government implemented the Child Act in 
2008 which met part of the tuition costs for secondary education for Kenyan school 
students, building on free primary education which was introduced to Kenya in 200330. More 
specifically, the primacy of menstrual challenges was acknowledged in the 2011/2012 
budgets when the government set aside the equivalent of almost 4 million US dollars to 
purchase sanitary towels for targeted distribution to primary schools nationally31. The 
Kenyan Government has also subsequently waved all customs and duty on sanitary pads and 
piloted a scheme called This Sanitary Towels Program, which was intended to help 
approximately 443 858 girls who would otherwise suffer absenteeism and poor self-esteem 
from their regular menstruation32. These initiatives are not sustainable however, and the 
government conceded that affirmative action programmes like this one are not adequate to 
meet the needs of some 2.6 million girls in both primary and high school33.  

The desperate sanitary situation of menstruating girls is recognised by a plethora of NGOs 
working on the ground in Kenya and all over Africa. There are several examples of successful 
projects operated by prominent NGOs addressing these issues. For example Dignity! Period 
in partnership with the Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions have distributed more than 7 
million free sanitary products since 2005 while also raising awareness of HIV/Aids34. Among 
smaller scale projects, Kenya has two leading organisations working to deliver menstrual 
solutions for girls. One of these is Huru International which has distributed sanitary kits 
including information on HIV/Aids to over 75 000 girls in all eight provinces of Kenya35. Zana 

                                                                                                                                                               
www.huruinternational.org/why-huru/ , viewed 2 May, 2013 
28

 These calculations were done by Imperial College London. Asked to review the 
calculations Professor Don Bundy, World Bank Lead Specialist on Education and HIV/AIDS assessed it  
to be “scientific and robust” and noted that “it may well be conservative” (personal communication, 
13 April 2004), from a report Learning to Survive, Global Campaign for Education (2004), p. 30. 
www.campaignforeducation.org/docs/reports/arch/learn.pdf, viewed 2 May, 2013 
 
29

 Varina Tjon A Ten, Menstrual Hygiene: A Neglected Condition for the Achievement of Several 
Millennium Development Goals, p. 4. 
30

 Kenya at a glance, UNICEF, 2013. 
http://www.unicef.org/kenya/overview_4616.html, viewed 2 May, 2013. 
31

 Miriam Gathigah, Kenya: Government funds free sanitary pads for schoolgirls, created 29 July, 2011, 
Guardian News: Global Development,  
http://www.guardian.co.uk/global-development/2011/ju/29/kenya-schoolgirls-sanitary-pads-
funding, viewed 2 May, 2013. 
32

 Sarah House, Therese Mahon and Sue Cavill,  Menstrual hygiene matters, pp.198. 
33

 Mutula Kilonzo, Talking Notes by the Minister For Education Hon. Mutula Kilonzo EGH, During the 
National Launch of the Sanitary Towels Programme, created 8 May 2012, Ministry of Education, 
Nairobi, Kenya  
www.education.go.ke/ShowPage.apx?department=1&id=1168 viewed 2 May, 2013. 
34

 Dignity!Period. Update, Action for Southern Africa, 2009 
http://www.actsa.org/Pictures/UpImages/dignity/DignityPeriod%20update_july09_final.pdf, viewed 
2 May, 2013. 
35

 How Huru Began…, Huru International, 2012  
www.huruinternational.org/our-story/, viewed 2 May, 2013. 

http://www.huruinternational.org/why-huru/
http://www.campaignforeducation.org/docs/reports/arch/learn.pdf
http://www.unicef.org/kenya/overview_4616.html
http://www.guardian.co.uk/global-development/2011/ju/29/kenya-schoolgirls-sanitary-pads-funding
http://www.guardian.co.uk/global-development/2011/ju/29/kenya-schoolgirls-sanitary-pads-funding
http://www.education.go.ke/ShowPage.apx?department=1&id=1168
http://www.actsa.org/Pictures/UpImages/dignity/DignityPeriod%20update_july09_final.pdf
http://www.huruinternational.org/why-huru/
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Africa operates specifically in Nairobi within the Kibera slum, with a mission to produce low-
cost, eco-friendly, menstrual pads36. Zana is also particular in that it is one of the only 
prominent Kenyan NGOs working on menstrual hygiene and include in their goals the aim to 
create local production facilities. Currently, however, Kenyan solutions remain 
geographically isolated, poorly resourced, clustered without support networks, or 
unsustainable.  

The Need For Smarter Aid 
 

Charting the link between aid and economic growth has been difficult, and often unreliable. 
So far, estimates suggest that Africa has received approximately $600 billion in foreign aid37. 
Although great strides have been made in tackling everything from HIV/AIDS to diarrhoea, it 
is still unclear whether most African nations are any closer to successful self-managed 
economies. Moreover, there has been much criticism on the current distribution and 
delivery of aid as to whether it has effectively created economic growth. Figure 1 clearly 
demonstrates that there is no relationship between aid and growth in Africa. 
 

Figure 138  

Aid and Growth in Africa                                                                                                                          
(10-year moving averages) 

 
 

                                                        
36

 Zana Africa: Initiatives, Zana Africa, 2013 
http://www.zanaafrica.org/?page_id=237, viewed 2 May, 2013. 
37

 Kwame Akonor, ‘Foreign Aid to Africa: A Hollow Hope?’, International Law and Politics 40, (2008), 
pp 1071. 
38

 William Easterly, ‘Can Foreign Aid Buy Growth?’, Journal of Economic Perspectives 17, no.3 
(Summer 2003) p. 35 

http://www.zanaafrica.org/?page_id=237
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And yet, increasing aid is often touted as an essential element in improving development 
outcomes despite the two-gap model most aid discussion references having significant 
assumptive short falls39.  These relate to the assertion that aid will finance investment not 
consumption40 and the empirically fallacious model that demonstrates a linear function 
between growth and investment41. First, living at subsistence levels means all income is 
spent on day-to-day consumption42, which is supported by data that shows between 1975 
and 2001 there was no discernable change in the levels of savings and investment across 
Africa43. Furthermore, given that incentives to invest are poor, and on a macro scale specific 
to Sub Saharan Africa, often hampered by corruption, it is not surprising that African aid 
does not make it to investment opportunities44. Second, when investment does occur, the 
two-gap model equates this with GDP growth, World Bank data provided between 1965 and 
1995 on aid provision to 88 countries demonstrated a positive relationship between these 
variables on only one occasion (the case of Tunisia).45  

Yet most respected bodies publishing on development assistance continue to use these 
regression models, including the International Monetary Fund (IMF)46, the International 
Development Agency47, the British Department for International Development48, and the 
World Bank, which relied on the two-gap model specifically when calculating aid 
requirements to meet the Millennium Development Goals49. Paradoxically, one of the most 
significant obstacles to creating sustainable economies is then the aid from states, IGOs and 
NGOs. The dominant idea that aid automatically buys growth needs revision50. Although 
distributing a basic product such as sanitary pads temporarily meets some of the most 
essential development requirements, it is not an effective long-term solution for sustainable 
economic development. This is not to suggest that the rhetoric of abandoning aid and 
allowing free markets to rein supreme should be entertained necessarily, but it does mean 
that the time has come for smarter aid, not more aid51. This means moving away from the 
quantitative financial measures of donor assistance which have gained default supremacy52, 
and moving toward qualitative and quantitative measures of outcomes. Significantly, moving 
away from charity prototypes will help to empower local citizens to themselves begin the 
multiplying effects of micro-economic growth.  

 

                                                        
39

 William Easterly, Can Foreign Aid Buy Growth, p. 30. 
40

 William Easterly, Can Foreign Aid Buy Growth, p. 37. 
41

 William Easterly, Can Foreign Aid Buy Growth, p. 32. 
42

 William Easterly, Can Foreign Aid Buy Growth, p. 26 
43

 Thandika Mkandawire, ‘Maladjusted African Economies and Globalisation’, Africa Development 30, 
no. 1 & 2 (2005), pp. 5.  
44

 Peter Boone, ‘Politics and the Effectiveness of Foreign Aid’, European Economic Review 40, no.2 
(1996), pp 32.  
45

 William Easterly, Can Foreign Aid Buy Growth, p. 33. 
46

 William Easterly, Can Foreign Aid Buy Growth, p. 26 
47

 William Easterly, Can Foreign Aid Buy Growth, p. 24 
48

 William Easterly, Can Foreign Aid Buy Growth, p. 24 
49

William Easterly, Can Foreign Aid Buy Growth, p. 24 
50

 Gerald M Meier and James E Rauch, Leading Issues in economic development, (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2004), pp 315 
51

 Richard A Joseph and Alexandra Gillies, Smart Aid for African Development, (Michigan: Lynne 
Rienner Publishers, 2009), p. 17.  
52

 Judith Tendler, Inside Foreign Aid, (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1975), p. 
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SHE Sets an Example 
 

 A prime example of the kind of benefits discarding traditional models can generate, are 
epitomized in the successes of Sustainable Health Enterprises (SHE). SHE is an enterprise 
operating in Rwanda, which works to support local women and girls in the manufacture and 
distribution of eco friendly sanitary pads using locally grown absorbent banana fibres53. SHE 
utilises existing local women’s networks to provide information on feminine hygiene and 
women’s health while also providing assistance to women to attain microfinance loans as 
start up capital for small enterprise production54. This empowers women with the ownership 
and responsibility of their own economic development. SHE has also expanded to train local 
groups with business and distribution skills, thereby creating and sustaining employment 
networks for local proprietors to distribute pads for extra income55. Furthermore, by utilising 
banana fibres, SHE is helping to stabilise the income and production of approximately 600 
small-scale banana farmers across Rwanda, the majority of them women56. In Rwanda SHE 
produced sanitary pads cost 30 per cent less than available imports57. 
 
Elizabeth Scharpf, who founded SHE in 2007, is a Harvard Business School graduate who 
typifies the kind of smart aid based model that when implemented from the ground up, can 
spur its own economic multipliers. Scharpf suggests that being a “for-profit signals to the 
community that you have a different approach” when tackling systemic social problems 
currently unsolved by over half a century of aid58. SHE holds paramount the importance of 
keeping girls in schools and women in jobs, and is empowering local stakeholders to 
overcome these challenges. The micro and macro economic benefits of this are both short 
and long term, and most importantly, are both self-sustaining, and multiplying. As Scharpf 
states, “At the end of the day when you’re working with communities in emerging markets, 
people want jobs, they don’t want handouts.”59 

Stakeholder ownership, of the kind SHE insists upon, is accepted in recent development 
literature as critically necessary for aid to be transformed into tangibly successful outcomes. 
The World Bank acknowledges that “donor-driven development assistance [s]… were often 
ineffective in bringing about sustained change”, and furthermore that “change needs to be 

                                                        
53

 SHE: Initiatives, Sustainable Health Enterprises, 2012 
www.sheinnovates.com/ourventures.html viewed 15 May, 2013 
54

 Nicholas D Kristof, ‘The D.I.Y Foreign-Aid Revolution’, New York Times Magazine, 24 October, 2010, 
p 50. 
55

 Cat Wise, ‘How Banana Fibers Keep Women Working in Developing Nations’, PBS News Hour, 28 
November, 2012  
http://www.pbs.org/newshour/rundown/2012/11/elizabeth-scharpf.html, viewed 15 May, 2013  
56

 Cat Wise, How Banana Fibers Keep Women Working in Developing Nations, 
http://www.pbs.org/newshour/rundown/2012/11/elizabeth-scharpf.html, viewed 15 May, 2013  
57

 Cat Wise, How Banana Fibers Keep Women Working in Developing Nations, 
http://www.pbs.org/newshour/rundown/2012/11/elizabeth-scharpf.html, viewed 15 May, 2013 
58

 Elizabeth Scharpf (interview) published by Bringing Sanitary Pads and Small Business to African 
Women, Vitamin W, 2 July, 2012 
http://www.vitaminw.co/giving/bringing-sanitary-pads-and-small-business-african-women viewed 15 
May, 2013 
59

 Elizabeth Scharpf (interview) published by Bringing Sanitary Pads and Small Business to African 
Women, Vitamin W, 2 July, 2012 
http://www.vitaminw.co/giving/bringing-sanitary-pads-and-small-business-african-women viewed 15 
May, 2013 
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locally driven if it is to be sustainable”60. Examples of grass roots community-led projects are 
offered by the World Bank as one form of the successful implementation of stakeholder 
ownership61. These organic, ‘bottom up’ structures are most relevant to the sanitary health, 
SHE African context. Importantly, in acknowledging the need for a shift toward stake-holder 
driven work to achieve the MDGs, the World Bank position is supported in publications from 
the Independent Evaluation Group, evaluation of Public Sector Reform, the Asian 
Development Bank, and the OECD 62.  

Lessons for Kenya 
 

The smart aid model of development assistance SHE is successfully nurturing in Rwanda, can 
and should be translated for Kenya. Kenya is considered one of the ‘better’ developing 
nations within Sub Saharan Africa and has appeared numerous times on World Bank lists as 
a “success story”63.  Kenya has the population and environmental conditions that mean, with 
the right kind of development assistance, removing itself from poverty is well within reach. 
As a starting point for capital poor women, microloans can provide liquidity, as in Rwanda, 
creating incentives to not only fund loan repayments but also generate income64. As far as 
production capital input, SHE used an MIT designed machine which operates on less than 
220V, uses less than 50 parts, is functional 90 per cent of the time, requires less than two 
minutes of inspection per day, and takes less than one hour to be trained to use, producing 
each pad for less than US $0.1165. A report titled Accelerating Entrepreneurship in Africa 
published by the Omidyar Network found that one of the biggest challenges to business 
development in Africa is unpredictable resource provision, specifically electricity66. The ease 
of construction and reliability, as well as low voltage requirements of the MIT SHE machine, 
meet the challenges that a Kenyan production facility would encounter.  As far as labour 
provisioning, with youth unemployment (youth defined as between 15 and 34) acutely high 
in Kenya, especially in urban areas and for women, labour availability is not a barrier to 
production67.  

With regards to agriculture production of banana fibres for local materials as the SHE model 
employs, Kenya enjoys a year-round growing season with harvests occurring cyclically every 
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9 months68. In Kenya, bananas are mainly farmed and managed on small hold plots by 
peasant women69. However because of infestations of Panama disease and Black and Yellow 
sigatoka, weevils, and general poor handling, there has been a decline in banana production 
in Kenya and East Africa over the last two decades70. Banana farming is estimated to 
contribute to the “nutritional needs, employment and income for nearly 20 million people” 
in Kenya71.  Genetically modified banana varieties are set to be piloted in Kenya in 2014, and 
so far tissue culture technology has improved the livelihoods of approximately 500 000 
banana farmers across Kenya in the last six years, potentially raising the living standard of 
those living below the poverty line to more than three dollars per day72. Usually the fibres 
found in the trunks by banana farmers are thrown away, and using them locally in small-
scale production of menstrual pads has the two fold benefit of allowing farmers to exchange 
this waste for profit while keeping down production costs of local sanitary pad 
manufacturers73. 

Conclusion 
 

Achieving the Millennium Development Goals in the short term, and creating sustainable 
economic growth in the long term, provides a powerful imperative for targeting female 
sanitary hygiene solutions. In meeting these dual objectives, SHE operating in Rwanda 
presents the future direction aid needs to take. The time for smart aid is now, and while the 
developing, and developed world work toward structural economic reform in the hope that 
GDP growth will ensue, Australia as a donor nation needs to shift its aid to small business 
operations demonstrated by SHE, in regions like Kenya, that will see maximum output for 
input. If girls and women are utilised as the powerhouse development catalysts they are, 
then not only will the human capital of this generations population experience improved 
education, health, livelihoods, and economic growth, but these outcomes will be self-
sufficient, multiplying and sustainable.    
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