
SHERIE DE WET’S FIRST-HAND 
EXPERIENCE OF AFRICA’S POVERTY, AND 
WITNESSING SCHOOLGIRLS MISSING 
SCHOOL DURING THEIR PERIOD DUE TO 
LACK OF SANITARY PADS, COMPELLED 
HER TO CHANGE HER CAREER AND 
PLOUGH BACK INTO THE COMMUNITY

GIVING GIRLS 
a better life 

G
rowing up in 
Germiston, Gauteng, 
I had a pretty decent 
childhood, in the 

sense that I had everything I 
needed. I was lucky enough 
to have parents who earned a 
stable income and were able 
to send me to good schools. 

My father’s a fi nancial 
manager and when he saw 
that I had a keen grasp 
of fi gures, he suggested 
that I follow the same path 
and have a stable career 
and income. But my heart 
had always been set on 
teaching, because I wanted 
to demystify maths concepts 
for children, so that they 
could master it and build their 
own futures by having a wide 
range of study options. With 
maths in the bag, this would 
be much easier for them. 

I heeded my dad and 
studied accounting, but then 
I pursued my ambition and 
worked as a maths teacher 
at a primary school. In the 
end, however, I followed my 
father’s advice and became 
an accountant. In hindsight, I 
realise now how accurate he 
was about the stability and 
decent income!  

I spent 10 years in the 
corporate fi nance space, 
where I worked my way 
up from bookkeeper to 
accountant and, eventually, 

manager of a multi-national 
company. I then moved 
into IT sales and project 
management, where I had 
the opportunity to travel all 
over Africa consulting with 
governments on revenue 
management systems. I 
visited many countries. 
including Mozambique, 
Zimbabwe, Lesotho, 
Botswana, Namibia, Zambia, 
Ghana, the DRC, Benin and 
Sierra Leone.  

It was during my travels 
that I witnessed poverty fi rst-
hand. I remember driving to 
a meeting one morning and 
seeing someone relieving 
themselves over a railway line 
for the entire world to see. 
It must have been intensely 
humiliating for them. 

What I saw that morning 
sparked a change within 
me and got me thinking 
about aff ordable sanitation 
solutions and what I could do 
to help restore poor people’s 
dignity. During my research, I 
discovered how many women 
couldn’t aff ord sanitary pads 
on a monthly basis and how 
many girls were missing 
school every month because 
of this. A packet of pads can 
cost anything from R20-R45, 
which accumulates to about 
R1 200-R2 700 over fi ve 
years – and that’s excluding 
infl ation. Many women 
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can’t afford this, either for 
themselves or their daughters. 

I was horrified to learn 
about the unhygienic 
alternatives they were using. 
One particular video was the 
breaking point that led me to 
start Palesa Pads. It showed 
a girl living in Lake Baringo in 
rural Kenya. During her periods, 
she sprinkles sand on the floor 
of her hut at night. She then 
sleeps naked on the floor so 
that the sand can absorb the 
blood and in the morning she 
cleans it up. During the day 
she simply sits in a hole under 
a tree, as she has no material 
to absorb the flow of blood. 
She doesn’t attend school 
while she’s menstruating. The 
lack of dignity this girl had to 
endure haunted me and in 
2017 I began doing research to 
find a sustainable solution: an 
affordable, efficient, reusable 
form of sanitary pad. 

My research included 
calculations and designs. I 
watched countless videos on 
YouTube of women talking 
about making their own pads. 
One, in particular, discussed 
the different fabric options 
and the pros and cons of each. 
I wrote down everything she 
said and bought all the fabrics 
required. Based on what I 
learnt about absorbency 
and waterproofing, I began 
experimenting with different 
combinations, always keeping 
cost and ease of sewing in 
mind. I’ve been sewing since I 
was a little girl, so I had some 
background in the difficulty of 
working with certain fabrics.

Over the months I tested 
all the different versions of the 

pads I’d made myself, scoring 
each one with a survey card I 
created. All my friends thought 
I was crazy and refused to join 
me in the trials. I remember 
how excited I got each time my 
period started, because I could 
test my new designs! 

After six months of 
researching and testing, I 
launched version 12 of Palesa 
Reusable Sanitary Pads to 
other testers and the market. 
We did a few more tweaks to 
the product, including a design 
for mass production that was 
stronger and easier to sew, as 
well as using a more robust, 
waterproof fabric. 

In November 2017, we 
started out by sponsoring 30 
girls. Since then, we’ve helped 
almost 5 000 girls from seven 
of the nine provinces in South 
Africa, particularly in townships 
and rural areas. Palesa Pads 
are handmade from cloth, eco-
friendly and able to be washed 
and reused for up to five years. 

We’re now trying to raise 
funds so that we can supply at 
least two major retailers with 
Palesa Pads before the end of 
2019. We also distribute our 
pads to neighbouring countries 
and hope to establish factories 
there in the future. 

Another challenge we’ve 
experienced is inconsistent 
income to keep the factory 
going. We find there’s a big 
rush of donations at certain 
times of the year, such as 
Women’s Month. Then, over 
Christmas, things quieten 
down because the schools 
are closed. We have full-time 
staff who expect a salary each 
month, so maintaining the 

cash flow during these quiet 
times is difficult. We haven’t 
yet received external funding, 
so we rely solely on the sales of 
the pads. These are improving, 
so we’re very hopeful about 
the future. 

I’ve seen many women 
suffering because they don’t 
generate enough income 
to support themselves and 
their children. It seemed to 
me that the biggest impact I 
could make was at the very 
beginning of womanhood. 
My desire is for girls to receive 
a solid education – without 
having to miss lessons – so 
that they’re empowered and 
have the opportunity to build a 
better life for themselves. 

I’ve been fortunate 

enough to have experienced 
a lot and to have worked at 
amazing companies. I often 
wonder: ‘Would I have made it 
this far if I’d had to skip school 
several days a month, or been 
forced to endure my high 
school maths class if I had to 
use a sock, instead of sanitary 
towels?’ I doubt it. 

It’s been an absolutely 
wonderful and fulfilling journey 
– in fact, the best role I’ve ever 
taken up. I love spending all 
my time and energy figuring 
out how to empower women. 
Meeting and getting to know 
the girls we help at the schools 
is the best part of my job: it’s 
my reward for all the long 
nights and hard work.

DID YOU KNOW?
One woman uses around 700 pads every five years and about  
11 000 tampons in her lifetime. Most of them end up in landfill, 
incinerated or polluting the world’s water systems. The  
plastic lining in pads can take up to 50 years to decompose.

DID YOU 
KNOW?
Disposable pads contain harmful 
chemicals which can cause irritation, 
infections and rashes. These chemicals 
have also been associated with an 
increased risk of cancer, allergies, 
hormonal imbalances and reproductive 
health problems. Manufacturers, however, 
aren’t legally bound to disclose the 
ingredients they use in the pads. 

Go online 
to read 
Feminine 
Hygiene 
Products 
and the 
Environment. 


