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Progressive Planning publishes articles that describe and analyze progressive 

physical, social, economic and environmental planning in urban and rural areas. 

Timely, provocative, incisive, straightforward and jargon-free they address PN’s 
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Planning is mailed four times a year to 500 paid print subscribers and is available 

for Network members to download online from plannersnetwork.org (over 

170,000 page views/year).
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Planners Network, 106 West Sibley Hall, Cornell University,  Ithaca, NY 14853 USA

SriPallavi Nadimpalli is an independent architect and 
planner from Hyderabad, India. She holds a master’s de-
gree from the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 
in urban planning (nadimpalli.p@gmail.com).
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Urban Safety and Gender in Hyderabad
Findings from a Pilot Safety Audit
By SriPallavi Nadimpalli 

I glance into the mirror one last time to see that 
I am dressed “appropriately” before I venture 
out. In spite of this there will likely be staring 
and, possibly, inappropriate behavior. I hate it 
when the staring never stops or when men take 
the liberty to pass lewd comments about my 
appearance. I feel violated and uncomfortable.

I took this behavior for granted until the day I 
realized that this is a violation of my fundamental 
right to enjoy the public space like any other 
individual. Why should my gender restrict my 
movement and create anxiety and fear? 

If societal behavior and attitudes have created 
restrictions, so has my physical environment. At 
dusk, I increase my pace between the better-lit 
zones. Insufficient lighting and isolated spaces 
create more opportunities for assault or maybe 
rape. I know that this may never happen, but 
the fear of a possible assault is sufficient to 
keep me on my toes. My movement is further 
restricted by the fact that I need to choose my 
routes based on availability of public toilets. 
I have learned to control my bladder and 
avoid drinking water when out and about. 

StudieS across the globe have shown that safety in 
public spaces ranks a close second after domestic 

or partner violence and sexual violence with respect 
to women’s safety concerns. Nonetheless, this is not a 
concern generally taken seriously in large-scale plan-
ning agendas. Space is not neutral and cities are de-
signed for the neutral user. In India, according to Shilpa 
Phadke, Sameera Khan and Shilpa Ranade in their 
book Why Loiter?: Women and Risk on Mumbai Streets, 
the neutral user is usually “the middle- or upper-class 
young male, usually a Hindu, a heterosexual who is 
able-bodied.” Cities can be designed to be more inclu-
sive, but only when designs reflect an awareness of how 

characteristics such as age, sex, sexuality, caste, religion, 
economic status and difference in ability lead individu-
als to experience the same space quite differently. 

When I became aware that I could not enjoy urban 
space equally with men, I decided to research the 
connection between gender and women’s percep-
tions of safety in public spaces. My research is based 
on the safety audit process first developed in 1989 
by The Metropolitan Action Committee on Public 
Violence Against Women and Children (METRAC), 
a non-profit located in Toronto, as a method to evalu-
ate the environment from the standpoint of those 
who feel the most vulnerable to violence and to make 
changes that reduce opportunities for assault.

I began with a pilot safety audit in Hyderabad, India. 
Based on findings from the pilot safety audit, I will 
conduct a larger research study with the goal of 
recommending ways of including a gender lens in 
planning policies regarding public spaces in the city. In 
terms of my research, urban public space includes all 
the areas in between built structures and other spaces 
the public is attracted to. In addition to streets, roads, 
public toilets, bus stops, railway stations, modes of 
transport, promenades and parks and playgrounds, 
the new “hang-out” spaces of Indian metropolitan 
cities, like shopping malls, coffee shops, movie theatres 
and restaurants, are also included. The term safety 
includes not just the actual physical and psychological 
impacts of an act of aggression or violence but also 
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