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Advocacy Briefing 

This evidence briefing is Plan International UK’s contribution to the upcoming CEDAW review of the United Kingdom. 
January 2019


About Plan International UK 

Plan International UK is a global children’s charity. We work to give every child the same chance in life. But not every child is born with the same opportunities. When you’re a girl it’s even harder to be safe, to be in school and to be in charge of your body. We’re working to give every child the chance to take on the world.

The 1979 UN Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) and the 1989 UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) are the main reference documents and core foundation of Plan International UK’s work. By accepting CEDAW, the UK government committed itself to undertake measures to end gender discrimination in all forms. This enables us to build women and girls’ rights more effectively into our understanding of children’s rights.


In 2016, we conducted a comprehensive study into the state of girls’ rights in the UK, which provided a holistic picture of girls’ rights and quality of life outcomes. This study followed Plan International’s ‘State of the World’s Girls’ reports, which have covered a wide range of topics, including education, violence against girls, and governance and participation. 

We spoke to girls from around the country and analysed data about their lives. The research shines a light on the daily discrimination, harassment, violence and unfair expectations girls live with. The research found that girls are facing harassment in schools, they don’t feel safe online, and they’re scared every day on the street. Despite being one of the most developed countries on earth, too many girls in the UK don’t enjoy their rights.

Our research was the first ranking of the best and worst places to be a girl in England and Wales. The ranking is based on data collected at the local level on five indicators: child poverty, life expectancy, teenage conception rates, GCSE attainment and NEET (Not in education, employment or training). This data gives us an overall impression and clearly shows that girls’ overall experiences are tied to where they live. 
We are now conducting research for the second State of Girls’ Rights in the UK report, which will be published in January 2020.
Response to the CEDAW Review of the United Kingdom
	THEME
	Period poverty and menstruation 

	SUMMARY
	Despite being one of the wealthiest and developed countries in the world, too many girls and other menstruators in the UK are unable to manage their periods safely, healthily and effectively. Period poverty in the UK is complex, and Plan International UK research (2018) found it is underpinned by a ‘toxic trio’ of issues:

1. The cost of sanitary products: girls in the UK are struggling to cover the cost of their periods every month. One in ten have found themselves unable to afford sanitary products and 27% have overused a sanitary product because they couldn’t afford a new one. And as media stories show, some girls are having to go without products at all, because they simply can’t afford them. 

2. A lack of education about periods: our research with young people found a deficit of knowledge about menstruation and associated reproductive health. 14% of 1,000 girls in the UK admitted they did not know what was happening when they started their period. 1 in 4 did not know what to do, and 48% felt embarrassed. Our conclusion is that this contributed to stigma and taboo, late diagnosis of health problems, inability to manage pain and menstrual health problems and period poverty. Very few of the young people we talked to could name more than the top two (disposable) sanitary product options. 
3. Shame, stigma and taboo: girls are being told there’s something wrong with their bodies when they have their period. This normal, healthy process is being treated like it's something to be ashamed of. 

The toxic trio of period poverty affects girls’ day to day lives. 49% of girls in the UK have missed an entire day of school because of their period. Some menstruators are missing out on sports in school due to worrying about leaking, which can affect their views about physical exercise in the future. 

Additionally, the lack of knowledge about what counts as ‘normal’ menstruation can lead to late diagnosis of serious conditions such as endometriosis, polycystic ovary syndrome or gynaecological cancers. The menstrual cycle has been known to affect anxiety, asthma, depression, irritable bower syndrome, migraine and epilepsy, yet many are unaware of this link. A girl experiencing low mood may be prescribed antidepressants instead of identifying a hormonal cause.  
Government response

The UK Government has invested £1.5 million in ‘Let’s Talk. Period’, a new project committed to ending period poverty in England. This is being delivered by Plan International UK and Brook, and is funded by the Department for Culture, Media and Sport. The project will pilot the P-Card scheme in seven locations in England, ensuring those in need receive products, education and training. It will deliver the Period Poverty Grant scheme to support smaller organisations to tackle period poverty, and it will convene organisations and professionals seeking solutions to period poverty. 
The Government plans to apply a zero-rate of VAT on period products at the earliest opportunity when the UK exits the European Union, however it is unknown when this date would be. 
In May 2018 the Scottish Government provided £500,000 to FareShare to expand access to sanitary products through their network of third sector partners. In January 2019, the Scottish Government announced they are expanding access to free sanitary products with an extra £4 million of funding. Local authorities will have more funding to widen the number and range of places free sanitary products are available locally.
The UK Government consulted on the draft regulations, statutory guidance, and regulatory impact assessment relating to Relationships Education, Relationships and Sex Education (RSE) and Health Education. At present, there is no specific reference in the guidance to the accurate naming of body parts and education about human reproduction in Key Stage 2, which is critical to helping children to understand their bodies and to supporting puberty education.


	SUGGESTED QUESTIONS FOR THE UK

	1. What steps is the Government taking to ensure that all children and young people receive quality education on menstruation, including the biological, emotional, physical and social aspects of menstruation? 

2. Does the Government plan to include the teaching of puberty, including menstruation, human reproduction and sex, in primary schools, as part of the compulsory Relationships and Sex Education?
3. What steps is the UK Government taking to address the cost of period products and the fact that many girls are struggling to cover the cost of their period each month?

	SUGGESTED RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE UK

	The UK government must address the cost of sanitary products, but it also needs to tackle the root problems of stigma, taboo and a lack of education for young people. We recommend the UK Government should:

· Ensure real world education for all. Educate primary and secondary school pupils, with a mixture of integrated classes and separate classes. Teaching should cover the biological, emotional, social, physical and practical aspects of menstruation. Provide online resources for parents, including information on each menstrual health management methods – the practical, health, financial and environmental features. 

· Improve school policy and infrastructure. Toilets in schools should be accessible throughout the school day, and at least one toilet should include a cubical with a sink. Teachers should be trained in order to remove the myths and shaming language. 
· Continue to fund P-Card referral systems and learn from the pilots as part of the Let’s Talk. Period. project. 
· Set up a cross-government working group on menstrual health management and invest in research and pilot projects that investigate the outcomes of menstrual policies and interventions, the experiences of adolescent menstruators and menstrual health management in the UK. 



	THEME
	Violence Against Women and Girls: Sexual harassment in public spaces

	SUMMARY
	Girls in the UK don’t feel safe in the classroom, online or on the streets, and experiences of harassment are so widespread that many girls feel this is just ‘part of growing up’. Through our research into girls’ rights in the UK, we heard a clear message that girls considered harassment to be a problem and they want it to stop. Plan International UK research into street harassment (2018) found that 66% of girls in the UK have experienced sexual attention or sexual or physical contact in a public place. 15% of girls are being touched, groped or grabbed every month. 35% have been sexually harassed in public while wearing school uniform. Women and girls often fear retaliation from perpetrators, with harassment often turning into verbal aggression if they ‘rejected’ unwanted approaches.
Harassment and the threat of harassment seriously affects girls’ freedom, autonomy and perceived or actual safety. Girls are changing their behaviour to stay safe: not going out at night, dressing differently and taking longer routes to avoid dangerous locations. This is particularly an issue for girls – harassment often starts at a young age and is likely to be experienced more frequently by adolescent girls and younger women than by older women or their male peers.

Government response

The Equality Act 2010 defines sexual harassment as “unwanted conduct of a sexual nature” which has the purpose or effect of “creating an intimidating, hostile, degrading, humiliating or offensive environment." However, the Women & Equalities Select Committee inquiry into Sexual Harassment of Women and Girls in Public Spaces found that laws don't necessarily reflect the full breadth of the problem. The Women & Equalities Select Committee made seven recommendations to Government, which have not yet been implemented. 

The government is, however, currently reviewing the national strategy to end violence against women and girls but has not yet published it. As it stands, sexual harassment is almost entirely absent in the current cross-departmental strategy. 

There is no central data collection on the nature and scale of sexual harassment in public spaces. Government should also do more to tackle the attitudes that underpin sexual harassment, to understand and address the harms of pornography and to criminalise non-consensual creation and distribution of intimate sexual images.  
The Government has commissioned the Law Commission to review whether misogyny should be treated as a hate crime. The review will commence in January 2019. This review is necessary, but the wider issue of sexual harassment in public spaces should not be reduced to a conversation about hate crime. 


	SUGGESTED QUESTIONS FOR THE UK

	1. What progress has the UK Government made on capturing data on the nature and scale of sexual harassment in public at the national level?
2. Will the Government include tackling sexual harassment in public places in the revised national strategy to end violence against women and girls?

	SUGGESTED RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE UK

	Sexual harassment in public is part of a wider culture of gender inequality and cannot be tackled through one mechanism or one single approach, but by combining community, education, professional responses, policing and policy change to tackle the problem. 
We recommend that Government:

· Collect data on the nature and scale of sexual harassment in public spaces at the national level, including the impact it has. Data collection could be led by Police and Crime Commissioners. We also recommend analysing existing data, including hate crime data, by gender and age, and other identity characteristics, to build an accurate picture of harassment.

· Explicitly recognise sexual harassment in public spaces as a form of gender-based violence in the national Violence Against Women and Girls strategy and commit to tackling it through budgets and strategies, as well as through its obligations under national and international law. 
· Ensure sexual harassment in public spaces is always included in regulations and strategies for public transport, town planning, the night-time economy, universities and other relevant policy areas.
· Invest in research into male socialisation and gender-based violence, including male dominance and sexual predatory behaviour. Young men and boys must also be involved in approaches to ending sexual harassment. This should involve providing the space for young men and boys to safely assess masculinities and attitudes towards women and girls. 
· Roll out Plan International’s Safer Cities programme across the UK. The programme runs safety audits led by girls across their cities and supports them to feedback to local authorities. Those developing policy and solutions to sexual harassment in public spaces must involve girls and young women from a diverse range of backgrounds; they are the experts in the change they want to see. 
· Nottinghamshire Police Force have trialled the use of misogyny as a hate crime, exploring how this impacts reporting, and the public’s – including women and girls’ - recognition of it as an offence. We believe that other police forces across the UK should implement the learnings from this pilot.


	THEME
	Relationships Education, Relationships and Sex Education (RSE) and Health Education.

	SUMMARY
	The Children and Social Work Act 2017 placed a duty on the Secretary of State for Education to make the new subjects of Relationships Education at primary schools and Relationships and Sex Education (RSE) at secondary schools compulsory through regulations. 

The Government consequently conducted a consultation on the draft regulations and statutory guidance relating to Relationships Education, RSE and Health Education, and whether the statutory guidance provides sufficient information and support to schools in teaching the subjects.
Over the past three years Plan International UK have conducted a series of research projects with young people, and a very prominent and strong call for change from young people is to have high quality, relevant sex and relationships education that addresses the lives they live and the social and cultural context they live in. 
The Government’s draft guidance for mandatory RSE does not meet the expectations of those young people; it does not address the real challenges facing young people today, including sexting, pornography, sexual harassment and sexual bullying, consent and coercion, and the lived experience of menstruation. There is no reference to sexual pleasure within healthy relationships. Overall, it is highly ungendered, yet relationships, sex and gender are completely intertwined. 
Furthermore, it is highly concerning that the teaching of these subjects is largely determined by individual schools. The guidance appears to offer schools the opportunity to cherry pick which aspects of the curriculum they wish to deliver, leaving children and young people subject to, at best, a piecemeal education, and at worst, vulnerable to abuse, coercion, violence and poor physical and mental health. This undermines the core commitment to make RSE compulsory in schools. 
Teachers in the UK have repeatedly reported that they lack the capacity to cover a wide range of RSE topics and they are not supported to develop skills in RSE or source their own content. The introduction of RSE will not be a success without a financial and capacity commitment to teacher training and a top down commitment and investment to whole school policies and approaches to the above topics.

	SUGGESTED QUESTIONS FOR THE UK

	1. What plan does the UK Government have to implement teacher training in Relationships Education, RSE and Health Education, along with good quality teaching resources and the use of external practitioners to enhance delivery?
2. Does the UK Government plan to include the topic of structural gender inequality, gender norms and stereotypes, and gender-based violence in the guidance for schools?
3. Does the Government plan to include the teaching of puberty, including menstruation, human reproduction and sex, in primary schools?

	SUGGESTED RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE UK

	The current regulations and guidance for Relationships Education, RSE is inadequate. We recommend a comprehensive review of the draft guidance to include the compulsory teaching of:
· The spectrum of gender-based violence and violence against women and girls specifically;

· The wider context of learning about gender norms and stereotypes, sexual stereotypes, gender roles and how historical and popular sexual and romantic narratives compound these stereotypes, leading to inequality and in some cases violence and abuse;
· The impact of homophobia and transphobia and how these abuses can also be rooted in stereotypes and gender norms;

· A specific reference to LGBT families;

· Specific reference to teaching about pornography and its relationship to abuse, inequality, sexual violence and its perpetuation of limiting gender and sexual stereotypes;

· Specific reference to teaching about sexting and sexual bullying;

· Further exploration on sexual consent, making it explicit that schools should teach young people that consent needs to be sought as well as given, to avoid placing the ‘gatekeeping’ onus on girls and women;
· Menstruation, puberty and reproduction and sex in primary schools;

· Sexual pleasure in healthy relationships. 
· The Government must also increase the clarity on which aspects of the curriculum would constitute ‘sex education’ and which would constitute ‘relationships education’ and how this impacts parent’s ability to withdraw their child.

In order to make Relationships Education and RSE a success, Government must also: 
· Invest in high-quality teacher training and teacher resources;

· Commit from the top to whole school policies and approaches to the above topics.




	THEME
	Girls’ rights and safety in the digital world

	SUMMARY
	The internet can be an inspiring and empowering space for young people, and social media platforms such as Snapchat, Instagram and Twitter are increasingly at the heart of their social lives. However, compared to their male peers, girls are feeling increasingly under pressure and facing gendered harassment, bullying and abuse online. 

Plan International UK research into girls’ rights in the digital world found 22% of girls have received abusive comments on a status or photo they’ve posted online, compared to 18% of boys. Plan International UK research into girls’ rights in the UK found that girls are more likely to face risks online such as chatting to people online they do not know; being asked for personal details; receiving unwanted sexual comments; or being disturbed by violent or offensive pornographic content. Another concern is young girls being pressured to share sexual images and messages online, which can lead to various negative outcomes including bullying and exploitation. 

Impact on girls: Gendered online abuse, coercion and bullying is forcing many girls to self-censor and even stay offline altogether.  43% of girls hold back their opinions on social media because they’re afraid of being criticised and 13% have stopped going on social media altogether to avoid negative responses. 

Girls are twice as likely to show signs of depressive symptoms linked to social media use compared to boys at age 14, according to new University College London research.

Government response: 

The UK’s Child Exploitation and Online Protection Centre produced a short film to highlight the dangers of sharing sexually explicit photos, but it has been critiqued for reproducing double standards, focusing on blaming the girls for putting themselves in danger rather than on the boys who circulate the images and messages without consent. Girls have a right to express their sexuality on equal terms with boys. 

	SUGGESTED QUESTIONS FOR THE UK

	1. What plan does the Government have to address the abuse, sexual bullying and exploitation that girls and young women are experiencing online, which often leads to them leaving social media altogether and losing their voice in the digital world?

	SUGGESTED RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE UK

	We recommend that the UK Government:

· Equip girls to fairly claim their space online, whilst learning how to navigate the digital world and about the risks of social media, through education. This could involve including these issues in the new guidelines for teaching Relationships and Sex Education.
· Invest in programmes that work with men and boys: given that much of the sexism, harassment, coercion and abuse experienced by girls online comes from their male peers, it is critical to work with and engage young men and boys. 

Our research found that 83% of girls believe they should be taught how to cope with sexist, racist and other discriminatory behaviour, but responsibility for reducing gendered harassment, abuse and bullying online should not lie with the girls’ themselves. 




