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Planning Cities for Women
Sonal Shah on why cities that take care of their women will always be successful

O

Mumbai, Chennai and Delhi, 31-44 per cent of
the women walked to work compared to 16-37
per cent of men (Figure 1). However, very few
women cycle, which may be attributed to reduced
ownership of cycles, a greater concern about safer
cycling environments and social perceptions.
Physical infrastructure like transport can
shape the spatial structure of cities, while urban
planning can identify land uses, create places and
spaces for employment and integrate them with
transport and housing to make cities work for all.
This article briefly discusses how urban transport,
planning and governance can:
•Create a city where women and girls are enabled
to inhabit and loiter in public spaces.
•Create processes for more women to participate
and make decisions on the future growth of our
cities.
•Recognise that different women and girls
have diverse experiences and needs: students,
domestic workers, street vendors, sex workers, IT
workers, lesbians and transgender women.

B: Bengaluru, K: Kolkata, M: Mumbai, C: Chennai, D: Delhi
Note: This data is for workers not engaged in agriculture, cultivation and household industry.
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Loitering is a
voluntary act
undertaken for
the purpose
of pleasure,
which is not
linked to work or
consumption

A city which enables women and girls to
take risks
Shilpa Phadke, Sameera Khan and Shilpa Ranade
in their book Why Loiter? Women and Risk on

SOURCE: CENSUS OF INDIA (2011)

ver the last few years, there has been
growing interest in how a city responsive
to women’s needs might differ from our
existing urban environments. While there are
indicators to measure gender inequality and
guidelines to create safer cities, a defining metric
of such a city will be the increased presence
and visibility of women in work and public
open spaces. The McKinsey Global Institute
estimates that Indian women in the formal
economy contribute 17 per cent of our national
gross domestic product (GDP), which is less than
half the global average of 37 per cent. India can
increase its 2025 GDP by between 16-60 per cent
(by USD 700 billion to 2.9 trillion) if women were
to participate in the economy at par with men.
Women’s participation in formal and informal
economies determines their daily movement and
use of infrastructural systems in cities. Women’s
physical mobility is characterised by trip chaining
i.e. combining multiple destinations in one trip,
travel with dependants, shorter but more frequent
trips distributed over peak and off-peak hours.
The Census (2011) data on travel to place of work
revealed that a higher percentage of women walk
and use public transport compared to men. In
some of our biggest cities like Bengaluru, Kolkata,

Figure1: Travel to work by
gender

Mumbai’s Streets argue that women’s right to the
city must be claimed through the right to loiter
and to take risks. Loitering is a voluntary act
undertaken for the purpose of pleasure, which is
not linked to work or consumption. Therefore,
when demanding safer public transport and
spaces, what women seek are not protectionist
measures that restrict their mobility and
behaviour, but an environment that enables them
to use and inhabit public spaces. The potential
of loitering – of women and girls talking with
friends at a tea stall, of playing, resting, being
with a loved one, watching the world go by –
can be imagined as an extension of the act of
travelling in public space, especially of walking
(and cycling).
Therefore, our challenge is to reduce travel
times to decrease their time poverty from
transport and plan and design streets/public
spaces so that more women inhabit them. The
following strategies can be adopted:
•Plan polycentric cities with compact, mixed uses
and housing for different socio-economic groups.
Mixed uses also create ‘eyes on the street’, which
improve women’s perception of safety.
•Bring women’s destinations (schools, clinics,
markets) closer to their homes through
spatial planning and provide safe, convenient
and affordable public transit and last mile
connectivity.
•Create a dense network of streets to reduce
walking and cycling distances.
•Create cycling-friendly streets through cycle
tracks and reduced motor vehicle speeds. This
can be combined with programmes to teach
women how to cycle and creating cycling groups
so that women and girls feel safer until they are
confident to cycle by themselves.
•Design universally accessible, walkable streets
with provision for street vendors, seating, shade,

public toilets, maps, signage and consistent and
uniform street lighting.

A vibrant street - Jungli
Maharaj Road in Pune

A city in which women and girls are active
participants, decision-makers in urban
planning processes and governance
The National Policy for Women (2016)
recommends at least 50 per cent reservation
for women in local bodies and 33 per cent in
state assemblies and Parliament to provide
more responsive, equitable and participatory
development. It also recognises the need to
increase women’s participation in civil services,
judiciary, trade unions, political parties and in
the private sector. A policy brief on Women and
Urban Transport by the Urban Works Institute
(Institute for Transportation and Development
Policy and Safetipin) recommends the following
to integrate gender in city mobility plans:
•Measure
- Collect gender disaggregated data on women
and girls’ travel patterns and measure sexual
harassment.
- Undertake gender budgeting to assess the
quantum of funds allocated and utilised by the
city transport authorities for women and girls.
- Conduct safety audits of streets and transport
infrastructure (railway and metro stations, bus
tops, terminals, interchanges) to evaluate women
and girls’ perceptions and organise focus group
discussions to understand their aspirations from
the city’s transport system.
•Plan and Design
- Involve women’s groups in setting gender
disaggregated targets and in creating plans to
meet women’s practical needs and long-term
goals. The goals should aim to prevent and
eliminate sexual harassment, increase women’s
mode shares in walking, cycling and public
transport, reduce time poverty from transport and
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shops, kindergartens, day care nursery, health
clinics and a police station.
In 1997, the construction of Women-WorkCity was completed in Vienna’s 21st district,
with 357 housing units in multi-storey blocks.
This pilot project received high levels of resident
satisfaction and has acted as a catalyst for new
development and design of public spaces.
The city of Vienna provides subsidies to other
housing projects that meet the standards and
requirements set by Women-Work-City. As a
consequence, architects and developers consult
with the Co-ordination Office in the initial stages
to integrate women’s needs in housing design.
The Co-ordination Office encourages clear, welllit access routes through housing complexes and
discourages hidden corners, narrow passageways
and underpasses. The proximity of shopping
areas, healthcare facilities, childcare and
education infrastructure and good connections to
the public transport system helps to shorten daily
trips and disincentivise car use.
A city that addresses the needs of different
groups of women
Women constitute about two-thirds of
employment in the informal sector in India.
These include self-employed home-based
workers, street traders, waste-pickers, domestic
workers or construction workers. The lack of
basic services, child care facilities, individual
toilets, waste disposal and secure tenure
increases women’s insecurity of living in informal
settlements. According to the UN Habitat,
women are twice as likely as men to collect
water and where slum upgrading programmes
focus on the provision of communal toilets,
issues of privacy often mean the facilities are not
suitable for and accessible to women. Therefore
upgradation of informal settlements providing
de facto tenure, delinking provision of services
from tenure, provision of individual household
water and sanitation facilities and anganwadis
(rural mother and child care centre) can improve
women’s access to services and reduce their
vulnerability.
The Slum Networking Programme (1995) in
Ahmedabad was such a project, which included
multiple stakeholders: Ahmedabad Municipal
Corporation, service providers, community
groups, households and non-governmental
organisations. This project integrated slums with
city infrastructure, provided underground drains,
household connections for water supply and
drainage, individual toilets, paving of internal
roads, street lighting and secure land tenure for
10 years. According to the Ahmedabad Municipal
Corporation, by 2005, this project had benefitted
41 slums with 8703 families and 43,515 people.

Women
constitute
two-thirds of
employment
in the informal
sector in
India. Lack of
basic services
increases
women’s
insecurity of
living in informal
settlements
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improve comfort and affordability.
- Create a team of experts to advise on integrating
a gender perspective during project planning
and design of all transportation projects
undertaken by the urban local body, and monitor
implementation.
•Implement, monitor and evaluate
- Allocate financial resources to meet the gender
targets and goals of the city mobility plan, identify
agencies responsible for implementation along
with timelines.
- Create a functional Unified Metropolitan
Transport Authority (UMTA) to coordinate across
departments at the state and city levels.
- Identify a senior state level official to become
a champion for implementation of gender
responsive projects in the city mobility plan.
Ideally, the Chairman of the UMTA could play
such a role.
- Conduct regular monitoring with women’s
groups to assess implementation progress.
- Appoint an independent third party consultant
to evaluate outcomes.
•Share knowledge to inform future project,
policy and programme design.
- Undertake capacity building of the transport
departments/authorities/cells within state and
urban local bodies.
An example is the city of Vienna, which
began to measure, plan and design for women in
the 1990s. It started with a survey of the use of
public transportation in Vienna, which revealed
that while a majority of men used either a car
or public transit twice a day from home to work
and vice versa, the women had varied travel
patterns and used the city’s network of sidewalks,
bus routes, subway lines and streetcars more
frequently. The city of Vienna organised an
exhibition ‘Who owns Public Space - Women’s
Everyday Life in the City’ to draw attention to
women’s experience of the city. Shortly after,
the city established the ‘Coordination Office
for Planning and Construction Geared to the
Requirements of Daily Life and the Specific
Needs of Women’ within the Municipality.
The Municipality of Vienna initiated a
design competition titled Women-Work-City
with the Building Cooperative of Austria,
managed by women. The requirement of a
women-friendly public housing project was
created after reviewing 14 domestic and foreign
housing models. The central idea behind the
competition was to increase the participation of
women experts in urban development and apply
the new criteria for women-oriented housing.
The winning design revolved around a ‘village
commons’ and featured a central square, green
spaces, varied typologies for different family
constructs and common facilities including

Slum Networking Programme
implemented in Ahmedabad

In Sweden, new
parents of all
genders are
entitled to 480
days of leave at
80 per cent of
their normal pay,
until the child is
eight years old

A city-wide slum enumeration survey was
commenced in 2008.
More shared living such as women’s working
hostels, shelters for urban homeless women,
those with mental disabilities and victims of
domestic violence must be provided with access
to safe, affordable and convenient public transit.
To conclude
Creating cities for women and girls requires a
multi-scalar and multi-pronged approach across
planning, design, governance, legislation, social
policies and enforcement.
One challenge for planners is whether we
create women-friendly cities now to achieve
gender equal cities in the future or leapfrog
towards gender equality. For example, the city of
Seoul initiated the Women Friendly City Project
to create women-friendly public institutions
and public spaces, transportation, cultural
facilities and encourage mothers to return to
the work force. It proposed to increase the
number of women’s restrooms, street lighting,
provide priority parking, one-stop health care
facilities, lower handle bars and safer driving
in buses, as well as enable women to take care
of dependants. However, it begs a question on
whether the project perpetuated the woman’s
role in care work. The caretaking facilities such
as diaper changing tables, nursing rooms and
baby chairs became part of ‘women-friendly
bathrooms’, or lowering road humps for strollers
became part of ‘women-friendly roads’ or lost
children protection rooms and nursery rooms
in parks became part of ‘women-friendly parks’
without questioning traditional gender roles and
norms. Unfortunately, there is scant information
on the project outcome to understand its
impact.
Sweden is another case example, where new
parents of all genders are entitled to 480 days

of leave at 80 per cent of their normal pay, until
the child is eight years old. This is above the 18
weeks reserved just for mothers, after which
the parents can split up the time however they
choose. Fathers also get 90 days paid ‘take it or
leave it’ paternity leave. A study by the Swedish
Institute of Labour Market Policy Evaluation
in 2010 found that a mother’s future earnings
rose 7 per cent, on average, for each month
of parental leave her husband took. Sweden
now has some of the highest rates of working
mothers in the world, with around nine-tenths
of mothers returning to work after childbirth.
If urban transport and planning were to
facilitate gender equality, could we re-evaluate
how infrastructure facilities are planned and
designed? For example, can crèches be made a
mandatory requirement in medium and large
scale commercial uses and nursing facilities
be provided separately from men, women
and transgender toilets, especially in public
buildings and institutions? These questions are
posed as provocations rather than as solutions.
Lastly, India is a signatory to the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDG), which binds us to
the following targets:
SDG 11
•By 2030, ensure access for all to adequate, safe
and affordable housing and basic services and
upgrade slums.
•By 2030, provide access to safe, affordable,
accessible and sustainable transport systems for
all, improving road safety, notably by expanding
public transport, with special attention to the
needs of those in vulnerable situations, women,
children, persons with disabilities and older
persons.
•By 2030, provide universal access to safe,
inclusive and accessible, green and public
spaces, in particular for women and children,
older persons and persons with disabilities.
SDG 5
•Eliminate all forms of violence against all
women and girls in the public and private
spheres, including trafficking and sexual and
other types of exploitation.
•Recognise and value unpaid care and domestic
work through the provision of public services,
infrastructure and social protection policies and
the promotion of shared responsibility within
the household and the family as nationally
appropriate.
•Ensure women’s full and effective participation
and equal opportunities for leadership at all
levels of decision making in political, economic
and public life.
Women’s concerns, needs and aspirations
must not be treated as special cases, but as an
integral part of sustainable cities.
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