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Abstract 

The French government’s recent announcement of its will to subsidize menstrual protections 

calls upon reflection of the factors leading to menstrual precarity. Of course, the societal taboo 

around menstruations is responsible for the lack of accessibility of menstrual products, which, 

unlike many necessary products, have been deemed women’s responsibility and even classified 

as “luxury products” in the French VAT system. However, as public policies are taking steps 

in addressing this taboo, this paper aims at analyzing the current stat of the menstrual products 

market,  and what effects the aforementioned taboo has had on the prices of this health products.  

We will argue that a Public-Private Partnership would be the ideal solution for the 

implementation of a free distribution of menstrual products, as it would increase the competition 

between the main players of the market, allowing for the State to have more control over the 

components, design and prices.  

 

Key words: menstrual products, menstruation, Public-Private Partnership, accessibility, 
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Introduction : A necessity to subsidize menstrual products finally 

triggering a political reaction 
 

The COVID-19 crisis, trough the economic crisis constraining purchasing power, by preventing 

access to structures distributing menstrual hygiene products and by putting under stress hygienic 

facilities for the most precarious has undeniably reinforced menstrual precarity, that is to say the 

barriers to access to menstrual hygiene products. 1  

In November 2020, Scotland was the first country in the world to pass a bill making period 

products available for free for everyone nationwide. Concretely, the law compels local authorities 

to ensure anyone who needs period products can have access to a diversity of solutions for free, 

“reasonably easily” and with “reasonable dignity”.2 

According to the French government, the number of women suffering from menstrual 

precariousness is about 8% in the French population3 and 39% among the beneficiaries of charity 

associations.4 In France, 2.77 million women5 suffer from menstrual precariousness due to the 

inability to afford menstrual protection. 6 

Faced with this large-scale problem, the French government affirmed on the occasion of World 

Menstrual Hygiene Day, on May 28th, its willingness to study the objectives and modalities of an 

experiment aiming at distributing free menstrual protection for those in need.7 Thus, the 

association Règles élémentaires will benefit from an endowment of 60,000€ to support collections, 

distributions in universities, penitentiary centers and social grocery stores as well as during marauds 

for homeless persons who menstruate.8   

Although the competencies of an association such as Règles élémentaires, which has been 

developing expertise on the subject since November 2015, is indispensable, I will argue that it 

would be interesting to include this association in a Public-Private Partnership (PPP) process with 

producers of menstrual products, for the government not only to buy menstrual hygiene products, 

but also to gain control on the terms of the distribution contract. Indeed, the presence of an 

 
1 Water Supply & Sanitation Collaborative Council, « Informations et orientation relatives au COVID-19 pour les 

programmes », 30 avril 2020, https://www.wsscc.org/sites/default/files/migrated/2020/05/FR-COVID-19-
programming-guidance-v.1-april-29-_FINAL.pdf. 
2 Claire Diamond, « Period poverty: Scotland first in world to make period products free », BBC Scotland News, 24 

novembre 2020, https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-scotland-scotland-politics-51629880. 
3 « Hygiène et précarité en France » (Dons solidaires, février 2019), https://www.donsolidaires.fr/wp-

content/uploads/2019/03/R%C3%A9sultats-de-lEtude-Hygi%C3%A8ne-et-Pr%C3%A9carit%C3%A9-Dons-
Solidaires-IFOP.pdf. 
4 Laetitia Romero Dias et Bénédicte Taurine, « Rapport d’information fait au nom de la délégation aux droits des 

femmes et à l’égalité des chances entre les hommes et les femmes sur les menstruations » (Assemblée Nationale, 13 
février 2020). 
5 Statista, « Nombre de femmes au sein de la population française », s. d., 

https://fr.statista.com/statistiques/472123/nombre-femme-population-france/. 
6 Note: these governmental statistics focus on women who menstruate, however, please keep in mind that all genders 

menstruate.  
7 Francetvinfo.fr, « Le gouvernement veut expérimenter la gratuité des protections hygiéniques », 28 mai 2019, 

https://www.francetvinfo.fr/sante/hygiene/protections-hygieniques-le-gouvernement-etudie-un-projet-d-
experimentation-de-la-gratuite_3464509.html. 
8 Marlène Thomas, « En septembre, des protections hygiéniques gratuites pour les femmes précaires », Libération, 28 

mai 2020, https://www.liberation.fr/france/2020/05/28/en-septembre-des-protections-hygieniques-gratuites-pour-
les-femmes-precaires_1789632. 

https://www.regleselementaires.com/
https://www.sheknows.com/health-and-wellness/articles/2122402/all-genders-menstruate-always-pads/
https://www.sheknows.com/health-and-wellness/articles/2122402/all-genders-menstruate-always-pads/


association as manager of the PPP has already been implemented in several PPPs, such as the one 

leading to the restauration of the Philarmonie de Paris.9 This association could thus be delegated 

the management of the contract by being in charge of the follow-up of the contracts in complete 

transparency. 

A PPP Project triggering competition for fairer, regulated prices   

 

The consequences of the market’s concentration on menstrual hygiene 
A PPP project for the free provision of hygiene protection seems interesting in several respects. 

First and foremost, it would boost competition in the sanitary protection sector. 

A concentrated market … 

In the past, the hygiene sector has been found guilty of setting up cartels. For instance, several 

companies were fined a total of  €948.9 millions for unlawful arrangements between 2003 and 

2006, specifically regarding prices charged to retailers and mass distributors.10 

The market for feminine hygiene products is an extremely concentrated market, since according to 

a report published by the National Agency for Food, Environmental and Occupational Health 

Safety, Tampax® references alone account for nearly 70% of tampons sold.11 

 

… Incentivising for high prices and margins  

Concentrated markets are known to be "cash cow" type, offering a high margin and requiring little 

investment and therefore little innovation.  A simple calculation can be done when looking at Essity 

(Nana), a company which only sells sanitary pads, tampons and toilet papers unlike other 

conglomerates such as P&G (Always) or Johnon&Johnson (OB Tampons) with a wider variety of 

brands and offerings : in 2019 the Cost of Goods Sold (directly linked salaries and raw materials) 

amounts to €8,591 millions euros for a total €12, 193 millions euro of sales leaving a 25% gross 

margin.12 Such a margin has to be analyzed with regards to the investments needed, which are not 

excessive in the production of goods that do not require excessive technological processes.  

Tara Heuzé, Head of the association “Règles Élémentaires” stated that the decrease in the French 

VAT on hygiene products which took place in 2016 "has not been passed on to prices. In the end, 

it was a gift to the brands".13 Bénédicte Taurine, who was in charge of the French National 

Assembly’s report on menstrual precarity reported that the main feature of menstrual pads which 

lead to a price increase was perfumes. Despite the tendency to remove them because of issues with 

regards to the chemicals used, prices were not decreasing but, on the contrary rising. 14 

 
9 Sabbah, « Philharmonie de Paris Art et marché public, le choc de deux logiques », 14 janvier 2015, 

https://www.lesechos.fr/2015/01/philharmonie-de-paris-art-et-marche-public-le-choc-de-deux-logiques-192849. 
10 HuffingtonPost & AFP, « Amende record pour le cartel des produits d’hygiène », 28 octobre 2016, 

https://www.huffingtonpost.fr/2016/10/28/amende-record-pour-le-cartel-des-produits-dhygiene_a_21593720/. 
11 « Sécurité des produits d’hygiène féminine » (Direction générale de la concurrence, de la consommation et de la 

répression des fraudes, 15 mai 2017), https://www.economie.gouv.fr/dgccrf/securite-des-produits-dhygiene-
feminine. 
12 « Annual and Sustainability Report » (Essity, 2019), https://masdpstatic.azureedge.net/essity/ecc60fb7-3dfe-41d6-

ac61-5abce3ba3d46/Essity-Annual-and-Sustainability-Report-2019.pdf. 
13 « Tampons et serviettes “produits de luxe”: quand les règles coûtent trop cher », France24 & AFP, 4 mai 2018, 

https://www.france24.com/fr/20180504-tampons-serviettes-produits-luxe-quand-regles-coutent-trop-cher. 
14 Bénédicte Taurine, Interview de Bénédicte Taurine par Lili Vessereau, 13 2020. 



Fighting against menstrual precarity through a Public – Private Partnership 

As the French government’s attempt to decrease sanitary products failed through lower VAT failed 

to be reflected on the end consumer,  a PPP could allow the State to re-establish competition in a 

market where it is sorely lacking.  

The rationality behind a PPP for the production of menstrual products 

If we look at the economic rationality behind the implementation of such a PPP, the cost-benefit 

ratio seems to be in favor of a PPP, since the State seems to be willing to buy, through subsidies 

to an association, hygienic protections. This assessment is made by comparing the cost of the State 

being fully in charge of a service, the private sector and the market being sole responsible for 

providing the service and a PPP. The very fact that the French government is willing to subsidize 

menstrual production demonstrates the need for an intervention of the public sector. However, it 

does not seem fathomable to create a nationalized production of menstrual products, as it would 

not only breach competition law and the constitutional “liberté d’entreprendre” (entrepreunership 

freedom) but also be inefficient because of the resources needed (expertise, personnel etc.) for such 

a production. PPPs allow for more control over the products and services delivered to all citizens 

while levering the private sector’s innovation capacities and know-how.  

A PPP to increase competition on the global menstrual hygiene market 

PPPs trigger competition between actors and push cross-border participation through the 

competition mechanism. An equilibrium has to be found between a complex request for proposals 

with very high expected outputs, which could deter smaller firms to participate and small-size 

procurement contract which would not be important enough to motivate the major companies to 

compete.15 

By ensuing a call for proposals with a holistic approach to the needs these products need to fulfill, 

this PPP could also trigger innovation in a sector cruelly lagging behind. As noted by the New York 

Times in its article Menstruation Innovation: Lessons from India, as supply was absent in India, 

the solutions developed are innovative compared to what we know today. For instance a machine 

producing low-cost sanitary pads out of pulverized wood fiber or a smoke and odor-free pad 

incinerator resembling a flowerpot.16 

As proven by Grazzini and Petretto, PPP’s competition process does not only have an impact on 

prices but also on quality features. The example of hospitals in Italy has demonstrated that PPPs, 

by creating competition, also reduced waiting lists and even decreased the average mortality rate. 17 

A PPP to abolish a taboo and trigger innovation  

Environmental and Health-related issues with current products 

A second beneficial consequence of increased competition would be the emergence of innovative 

solutions, reducing the environmental impact of disposable sanitary pads and tampons, as well as 

their possible toxicity for those who use them. 

 
15 Sonia Araujo et Douglas Sutherland, « Competition Issues in Public-Private Partnerships » (OECD, 2020), 

http://www.oecd.org/competition/competitionissuesinpublic-privatepartnerships.htm. 
16 Jennifer Weiss - Wolf, « Menstruation Innovation: Lessons from India », 1 septembre 2015, 

https://kristof.blogs.nytimes.com/2015/09/01/menstruation-innovation-lessons-from-
india/?mtrref=www.google.com&assetType=REGIWALL. 
17 Lisa Grazzini et Alessandro Petretto, « Public-Private Partnership and Competition in Health-Care and 

Education » (Research gate, juillet 2014), https://www.researchgate.net/publication/307671730_Public-
Private_Partnership_and_Competition_in_Health-Care_and_Education. 



Environmental impact 

It is estimated that persons who menstruate use on average 11,000 tampons in their lifetime. The 

main impact on global warming is caused by the processing of LDPE (low-density polyethylene, a 

thermoplastic made from the monomer ethylene) for tampon applicators and sanitary napkin’s 

packaging.18 Additionally, the way the cotton is produced has a tremendous impact on the amount 

of water needed, of pesticides used and hence of pesticides that end up within the hygienic 

product.19 

Health related issues  

In addition, many questions have been raised about the potential toxicity of certain products 

contained in menstrual protections.20  The report of the French Agency for Food, Environmental 

and Occupational Health & Safety published in 2018 “recommends that manufacturers improve 

the quality of their raw materials and revise certain manufacturing processes in order to eliminate 

or reduce the presence of these substances as far as possible, particularly those with Carcinogenic, 

Mutagenic or Reprotoxic (CMR), endocrine-disrupting or skin sensitising effects” and notes that 

internal menstrual products with a higher than necessary absorption capacity increased the risk of 

Toxic Shock Syndrome, a potentially deadly condition. 21 

 

Which PPP for the design of a tailor-made, safer solution?  
Criterions such as environmental impact and components of the products proposed should be 

integrated into the competitors’ assessment, but one should also reflect on what constraints and 

goals exactly should these periodic products be coherent with, as well as the terms of the request 

for proposal.    

Addressing specific needs of precarious women  

Menstrual products to be designed specifically for their intended use, such as distribution in public 

places, use by precarious person menstruation who are potentially homeless. Indeed, several articles 

and testimonies highlight how different the experience of menstruation is for homeless women: 

because of the risks to get their belongings stolen and the need to be constantly on the move, they 

cannot carry a large number of products in a cardboard box, which is easily vulnerable to weather 

conditions. Moreover, with the increase in private toilets incurring fees, they often have to renew 

their menstrual products in far from ideal conditions such as dirty fast foods toilets in the best-case 

scenario, or wherever they can find privacy. 22 

Which process for the conclusion of an efficient  PPP ? 

A PPP process would make it possible to put the various manufacturers of sanitary protection 

products in competition with each other, by encouraging them to propose innovative, less 

 
18 Shreya, « The Ecological Impact of Feminine Hygiene Products », Harvard Business School, 4 novembre 2016, 

https://digital.hbs.edu/platform-rctom/submission/the-ecological-impact-of-feminine-hygiene-products/. 
19 « Better Cotton Principles », s. d., https://bettercotton.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Better-Cotton-

Principles-Criteria-V2.1.pdf. 
20 « Sécurité des produits d’hygiène féminine ». 
21 French Agency for Food, Environmental and Occupational Health & Safety, « Assessment of the safety of 

feminine hygiene products », 19 juillet 2018. 
22 Brice Laemle, « Le « système D » des femmes SDF pour faire face à la précarité menstruelle », Le Monde, 1 juillet 

2019, https://www.lemonde.fr/societe/article/2019/07/01/le-systeme-d-des-femmes-sdf-pour-faire-face-a-la-
precarite-menstruelle_5483558_3224.html. 



expensive and more environmentally friendly products, based on price criteria but also on 

environmental criteria (biodegradability, supply chain of materials used, carbon footprint, etc.). 

Such a PPP would have to be implemented on a national scale in order to incentivize the biggest 

companies, while ensuring a reasonable level of complexity in the terms of the contract to ensure 

that smaller companies are not discouraged.23 In order to foster innovation, the call for proposals 

should distinguish two different steps: a broad call for participation focusing on prototypes 

followed by the demonstration of scalability and feasibility for the prototypes selected. 

Conclusion:  
There are multiple socio-economic factors leading to menstrual precarity in France, and it is 

undoubtedly the role of the State to ensure that all citizens can have access to minimal hygiene and 

dignity. However, this palliative role should compensate socio-economic imbalances while ensuring 

that it does not create a typical asymmetric situation where the companies, benefitting from the 

integral price elasticity of end consumers who do not bear the cost of said products, as well as from 

an oligopolistic market, incur higher margins than desirable, in turn increasing the number of 

people unable to afford menstrual protections.  

A Public Private Partnership, more than only triggering price competition, could also be a vector 

of innovation and quality improvements, while also proposing solutions tailored to the most 

precarious women’s needs. Thus, in addition to reducing the cost to the taxpayer of such a project, 

the implementation of a PPP around the free availability of menstrual hygiene products could more 

broadly boost innovation around a product that remains taboo in the French society. 
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