
LGC/S5/19/PPFP/10 
 

1 
 

Local Government and Communities Committee 

Call for Views on the Period Products (Free Provision) (Scotland) Bill 

Submission from COSLA 

The Bill has been brought forward partly in response to concerns about 
"period poverty" - difficulty in being able to afford period products. Do you 
think period poverty is a serious issue in Scotland? Please provide any 
relevant information you may have to support your views                                     
A 2018 survey conducted by Young Scot found that 26% of those in education and 
24% of those not, had struggled to access sanitary products over the previous year.  
Of the 24% not in education 61% stated that this was because they could not afford 
to buy products. Lack of access to appropriate products can be detrimental to health; 
individuals may resort to using products for longer than is recommended or to using 
unsuitable alternatives. Of the young people identified by Young Scot who were not 
in education and could not access period products 70% had used toilet paper as an 
alternative solution. Inappropriate product use can lead to infections and health 
issues including, at worst, Toxic Shock Syndrome. Period poverty can also impact 
long term prospects and quality of life with individuals not attending school, work or 
leisure opportunities as they do not have appropriate products; of the cohort 
identified by Young Scot as not in education and unable to access products,13% had 
missed work because of it. This data indicates that period poverty is a current issue 
in Scotland with potentially wide-reaching impact. However, persisting stigma around 
menstruation may mean that the scale of this problem is under-reported and existing 
provision to combat it underutilized. The predicted increase in the number of families 
living in poverty will also amplify the issue. 

Do you support the overall aim of the Bill - that no one in Scotland should have 
to pay for period products and that this should be set out in law?             
COSLA supports the overall aim of the Bill. However, any scheme that enables this 
should be fully resourced, accessible and consider the learning from access to free 
period products schemes that have been delivered by Local Authorities and others 
across Scotland to date. 

The Scottish Government already has a scheme for free period products 
across schools, colleges and universities. Some public bodies also provide 
free products voluntarily. Do you have any experience of such schemes? If so, 
do they seem to you to be effective?                                                                
Local Authority Provision of free period products                                     
Following commitments in the Programme for Government Council Leaders agreed 
the role of Local Authorities in implementing access to free menstrual products for 
school age students from August 2018 and to the wider community via public 
buildings from 2019. The initiative has been delivered at a Local Authority level 
enabling models to be designed that meet the needs of communities. Within schools’ 
various approaches have been developed including access to loose and/ or boxed 
products via baskets in toilet cubicles, specific pick up points, free vending 
machines, ‘free shops’ or ‘take away bags’ etc. Many schools have involved pupils in 
designing the delivery model, encouraging uptake and facilitating cultural change. 
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Provision in public buildings has also been designed around local communities with 
products being placed in accessible community locations including but not restricted 
to community centres, libraries, leisure centres, third sector organisations and others 
depending on the challenges and needs of areas. The models have been designed 
based on the guiding principles below: 

Guiding Principles- Education Guiding Principles – Public Buildings 
 
• Protecting students’ dignity, 

avoiding anxiety, embarrassment 
and stigma 

• Making a range of products and 
different qualities available, giving 
students choice about the products 
they want to use; 

• A response that is reflective of 
students’ views and experiences; 

• An efficient and dignified approach 
which demonstrates value for 
money; 

• An offer for all eligible students 
throughout the year regardless of 
whether it is term time or holidays 

• Ensuring sanitary products are 
easily accessible to meet individual 
needs; 

• Individuals being able to get 
sufficient products to meet their 
needs;  

• Gender equality, ensuring anyone 
who menstruates can access 
products, including transgender 
men/non-binary individuals, and that 
language is gender neutral.  The roll 
out of gender- neutral toilets should 
also be taken account of.  

• Awareness raising and education 
to both promote the ‘offer’ and 
change cultural norms. 

 

 
• Protecting people’s dignity, avoiding 

anxiety, embarrassment and stigma; 
• Making a range of products available 

in places that people use;  
• A response that is reflective of 

communities’ views and needs; 
• An efficient and effective approach 

which demonstrates value for money; 
• Individuals being able to get sufficient 

products to meet their needs;  
• Gender equality - ensuring anyone 

who menstruates can access 
products, including transgender 
men/non-binary individuals, and that 
language is gender inclusive.   

• Awareness raising and education to 
both promote the ‘offer’ and attempt 
to change cultural norms 

 

 

Uptake and Impact                                                                                       
Provisional evaluation of delivery of free period products in education was 
undertaken at six -months and this found that all Local Authorities had made good 
progress towards delivering free access to menstrual products; the vast majority had 
made them available in all eligible secondary, primary and special schools, with all 
others on route to doing so too.  Uptake and impact were difficult to assess at the 
sixth month point as initiatives were at early states in some Local Authorities, whilst 
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others already had arrangements in place, funded from core. However, data 
indicated that over 5 million menstrual products were purchased during the first six 
months of delivery. This reflects an average of 39 products per female secondary 
school pupil within Local Authorities.  Local Authorities widely reported that uptake 
was lower than anticipated but that they expected this to increase as provision 
became better embedded and young people felt comfortable utilising it. A continued 
rise in uptake should be anticipated as this occurs.  

Case studies collected from Local Authorities describe cultural change as a result of 
education and awareness raising around access to free period products as well as 
simply the presence of products in specified locations.  

For example: ‘Having pads and tampons available in the toilets is really positive, I’ve 
overheard lots of girls talking about how handy it is. I think it normalises periods, 
which is really important; people aren’t as embarrassed about them and it’s taken 
away the stress and anxiety from not being able to get the products that they need. I 
know a few people who weren’t coming in when they had their period because they 
didn’t have stuff at home and now, they can get it here they are coming in more.’ 
(Pupil, S6 Argyll and Bute). 

Local Authorities have achieved widespread access to free period products over the 
last year and data on a full year of provision both in education and public buildings 
will provide the best and most up to date information on need, product choice, 
modeling and cost for a free period products initiative. This data is currently being 
collated and should be fully considered to ensure adequate funding for policy 
delivery and the effective design of any future period products scheme.  

The Bill would allow the Scottish Government to require organisations other 
than schools and colleges to provide free period products. Do you support 
this? If so, what other organisations should be legally made to provide free 
products?                                                                                                         
Councils have worked with local partners to place products in a wide variety of 
accessible public buildings, in some areas this has included GP practices to ensure 
geographical coverage.  However, this is not a universal approach and there would 
be benefit in ensuring all NHS facilities provided access to period products. Also, 
recognising that not everyone will frequently access public buildings or utilise Council 
services, a universal scheme should make products free where individuals already 
collect period products e.g. pharmacies or supermarkets. 

The Bill requires the setting up of a scheme for making free period products 
available. Do you have any views on what elements a scheme should include? 
In answering this question, you might want to take account of factors such as 
the importance of privacy, accessibility, value for money and the environment. 
The guiding principles above have been well received by Local Authorities. They 
have been key in facilitating the development of locally appropriate initiatives that 
meet the practical needs of local people whilst enabling the cultural change required 
to reduce stigma around periods. Any new scheme set up should consider all of 
these principles. Particularly key will be: 
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- dignity, avoiding anxiety, embarrassment and stigma. 41.8% of young people 
do not feel comfortable buying sanitary products. 24.2% do not feel comfortable 
talking about products. In addition to this we know that initiatives seen as targeting 
individuals to relieve poverty often have a limited uptake due to perceived stigma; 
any scheme will need to be operated and promoted in a way that minimalises this. 
The requirement for individuals to sign up with personal details or proof of identity as 
currently outlined in the Bill is likely to be an additional barrier to those most in need 
of products, this has been seen in Local Authority models where sign up was initially 
required.  

-A response that is reflective of community’s views and needs. Different 
individuals require different products and may need to access them in different ways. 
Any scheme designed will need to consider the needs of different communities and 
allow for flexibility in delivery for these needs to be met. This flexibility is essential in 
applying other key guiding principles for instance, gender equality. The Bill and its 
supporting documents highlight the need for equality and that trans people require 
access to products but restrict ‘appropriate toilets’ to those not exclusively for male 
use.  Ideally gender- neutral toilets would be used but, these do not yet exist in all 
establishments that may be required to provide products. In these circumstances 
restricting distribution to toilets not exclusively used by men may limit the access of 
trans people to period products unless flexibility within the Bill allows local decision 
making to deliver this principle at a local level. A focus on education has also 
allowed Local Authorities to begin to breakdown the persistent stigma around 
menstruation.  Much of this has been achieved by including service users in model 
design and delivery, an opportunity that will be lost if any scheme is overly 
prescriptive. If a duty is placed on Local Authorities to provide free period products 
any legislation must allow flexibility in delivery to ensure the needs of local 
communities are met. 

In addition to existing principles the scheme should also be: 

Deliverable- the deliverability of any scheme developed should be tested with Local 
Authorities, particularly where they are expected to be a key delivery agent. The 
postal delivery of products outlined within the Bill for instance may not be deliverable 
by Local Authorities who do not provide other postal services, nor would a service 
such as this be possible without additional, adequate funding. 

Environmentally aware- whilst an environmentally friendly approach is not explicit 
in the guiding principles considering the impact of products and procurement is 
fundamental. Some sanitary towels contain the equivalent of 5 plastic bags and the 
long-term impact of this waste should be considered. Whilst demand for reusable 
products was not high in schools it was relatively high within early community 
provision; an initial survey of women in one Local Authority found that 29% would be 
interested in reusable products.  

Be fully funded- data collected from 6-month of education provision suggests the 
full cost of delivering the intent of the Bill maybe significantly higher than outlined in 
the financial memorandum. Cost projections within the memorandum base 
calculations on a 9p unit cost. The average cost based on six months of delivery in 
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Local Authorities was 17.6p per unit, almost double. The Bill also makes 
assumptions in relation to set-up, and ongoing administration and delivery costs, in 
advance of a full year of monitoring of the current scheme. If the Bill places new 
burdens on Local Authorities in relation to not only purchasing products but in 
relation to administration, co-ordination and delivery of a widened access scheme, 
COSLA’s position will be to ensure full cost recovery for Local Authorities, based on 
information collected from the current schemes.  

COSLA supports the intent of the Bill however any effective delivery of universal 
access should fully consider the real cost of, and learning from current access to free 
period products initiatives and allow flexibility at local level to ensure the best model 
and outcomes for our communities. 

 
 


