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I.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This research is undertaken to assess harassment that occur in public transport and connected
spaces in Karachi. It is intended to compute the experience of such harassment, identify the
types of such harassment, and the reactions by and effects on victims. Quantitative and
qualitative data were collected by administering a survey of females who commute in public
transport such as buses, mini-buses and/or chingchis.

Altogether, 230 female commuters, of

age 15 years and above, were interviewed of which 35 percent were working women and 33
percent each students and homemakers.

These females were of different age group,

educational and family income level.
Experience of harassment
The findings indicate a very high prevalence of harassment confronted by female respondents.
For instance, 85 percent of working women, 82 percent students and 67 percent homemakers
felt harassed, at least once, while commuting during the last year. The highest incidence of
harassment is reported by working women, followed by students. Less than one-fifth of working
women and students reported that they never faced any harassment while commuting. In case
of homemakers, 33 percent said that they never faced any such action. Higher prevalence of
harassment among working women and students could be related to younger age and higher
frequency of commuting by them. The major culprits in this respect are fellow passengers (75
percent), followed by bus conductors (20 percent) and, sometimes, even the bus driver (5
percent). Over 90 percent of harassment incidents occur inside buses/mini-buses and chingchis.
Types of harassment
Two major types of harassment accounting 34 percent responses each are staring/leering and
deliberate contact/groping.

Crude comments/remarks with sexual innuendos and obscene

gestures are also fairly common. Other types of harassment include men blocking the way for
women to disembark or following after disembarking and stalking. Men also use the women’s
section to enter and exit the bus and use the opportunity to engage in deliberate contact/groping.
Men hanging on to chingchis also engage in deliberate contact with women passengers seated
within. Boys on motor-cycles follow chingchis and touch women setting in the back set and
speed away. Men and boys in cars stop at bus stops and invite them to sit and go with them.
Respondents in every category largely attributed male nature and privileging as a major reason
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for harassment. Within this, lack of education and awareness of gender sensitivity and sexual
frustration are significant components.
Reaction and impact
About two-thirds of women react to harassment, usually verbally, while the others just tolerate.
However, some working women and homemakers also retaliate physically. Compared to
working women and homemakers, students react less over the perpetrator on such incidences.
They walk away by ignoring such actions as they get scared. Women hardly ask for help,
including from the police. Usually, the reaction is in the form of verbal retaliation, but a few react
physically as well.
Half of the respondents in each of the categories of working women and homemakers did not
mention any immediate effect of such incidents. According to them, they have become used to
such incidents and have learnt how to deal with them. They further expressed that they had to
tolerate such incidences, as they cannot afford any privately hired transport to commute. About
one-third of students and one-fifth of working women and homemakers have reduced using
public transport and use privately hired taxis and rickshaws; which are more expensive.
The subsequent effect is more lasting where nearly 40 percent of students said that they avoid
travelling after dark; thereby, restricting their mobility especially with regard to socializing. More
significantly, about 40-45 percent of all three categories have started to wear the hijab and
cover themselves with chadar as a means of protecting themselves from harassment.
An important factor prompting harassment is attributed to over-crowding in public transport. As
such, all respondents suggested separate ladies buses or a larger women’s section with strict
separation between the male and female sections.
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1.

INTRODUCTION

Mainstreaming gender in transport planning and implementation initiatives is important in order
to have equitable social and economic development. Transport investments that are designed
with due consideration to gender dimensions can bring significant benefits to women in terms of
increased access to employment, markets, education, and health services, as well as directly
reducing their time poverty.

However, in developing countries like Pakistan, the design of transport projects and services
seldom recognise or address women’s travel needs, concerns, priorities, and preferences. As a
result, women – especially younger women and girls – often experience harassment in the form
of verbal and physical innuendos, groping, leering, or even direct physical assaults inside public
transport and connected spaces.

It not only makes their daily business insecure and

uncomfortable but also jeopardizes and often limits their mobility. Consequently, it reduces their
ability to participate in educational and professional activities and in public life. These acts of
harassment, if ignored, can cause long and lasting effects for both victim (physical and
psychological effects on the well-being of women and girls) and perpetrator (heightened
insensitivity to violence against women).

General Recommendation (GR) 19 of CEDAW Committee states that Violence against
Women is 'a form of discrimination that seriously inhibits women's ability to enjoy rights
and freedoms on a basis of equality with men.' It defines aggressive acts against
women as "violence that is directed against a woman because she is a woman or that
affects women disproportionately, it includes acts that inflict physical, mental, or sexual
harm or suffering, threats of such acts, coercion and other deprivations of
liberty...whether occurring in public or in private life".

While this definition is broad in nature, it encompasses the types of behaviors
experienced by women in public spaces including public transport.

Typically,

harassment in public transport includes verbal and nonverbal behaviors ranging from
lewd remarks, cat calls and whistling, obstructing female commuters’ way, touching,
pinching, groping and assault. Many argue that these types of behaviors should be not
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be clustered with more serious forms of harassment such as rape and sexual assault
and should be termed street rather than sexual harassment.
Broadly, street harassment or harassment in public places is defined as “any action or
comment, motivated by gender or sexual orientation or gender expression, between
strangers in public places that is disrespectful, unwelcome, threatening and/or
harassing” (see SST.) It is also termed as “eve teasing, in countries like India and
Bangladesh.

Bowman (1993) meanwhile notes that although street harassment

encompasses a wide variety of behaviors, gestures, and comments, it has some
defining characteristics: the targets of street harassment are female; the harassers are
male; the harassers are unacquainted with their targets; the encounter is face to face;
and the forum is a public one, such as a street, sidewalk, bus, bus station, taxi, or other
place to which the public generally has access.
Lack of provision of secure public transport by the state actually tends to cause acts of
harassment that consequently restrain the mobility of women and thus deprive them from their
basic human right. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights calls for freedom of movement to
every citizen. Article 13, Clause 1 states “Everyone has the right to freedom of movement and
residence within the borders of each State.”

Further, Article 15 of the Constitution of Pakistan

describes the freedom of movement by stating “Every citizen shall have the right to remain in,
and, subject to any reasonable restriction imposed by law in the public interest, enter and move
freely throughout Pakistan and to reside and settle in any part thereof.”

Both these documents refer to freedom of movement in its broader political context. However,
inference can be drawn to apply the same principles to the facility of movement within one’s
own individual spaces. As such, mainstreaming gender in transport policy initiatives can be
viewed as a rights-based issue.
Laws exist around the world and in Pakistan to deal with harassment in public transport and
connected spaces. Section 509 of the Pakistan Penal Code relates to “insulting modesty or
causing sexual harassment” and makes sexual harassment, including in public transport, a
punishable offence. It specifies imprisonment, which may extend to three years or fine up to Rs.
5,000,000 or both to whosoever conducts such acts. However, due to its tepid implementation,
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it has proved to be ineffective.

And, this lack of enforcement of policies also encourages

violence in public transport.

This research aims to carry out a rapid assessment of harassment in public transport
and connected spaces in Karachi.

For this, it administered a survey of female

commuters who commute, at least once in week, by using two major modes of public
transport in Karachi; buses/mini-buses and chingchis (modified motorized rickshaw).
The lead Researcher for this report is Iffat Ara, Principal Economist at SPDC, with Research
Assistance from Aasiya Kazi, Research Officer at SPDC. Acknowledgements are due to Aqsa
Safder, Research Officer at SPDC, for data compiling and photographs; and to Rizwanullah
Khan for composing this report and photographs. The research was conducted during JulyNovember, 2014.

The report is organised as follows: section 2 illustrates the objectives of research; section 3
present review of

literature, highlighting nature and consequences of

harassment,

methodologies used to estimate its incidence and policy response; section 4 describes the
methodology of survey and research; section 5 portrays the demographic profile of sample
respondents; section 6 explains the features of public transport usage in Karachi; section 7
gives the incidence, nature, types and consequences of harassment in public buses and
chingchis; section 8 depicts the public attitudes and perceptions towards factors that motivate
harassment; section 9 expresses the recommended actions put forward by female commuters
and; section 10 concludes and spells out recommendations.
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2.

OBJECTIVE

Rapid assessment of harassment in public transport is undertaken to provide an in-depth
understanding of the need to address sexual harassment issues in planning and operations of
public transport services that are designed within the context of building safer cities and
ensuring inclusive growth.

Specifically, it has the following objectives

1. Quantify the prevalence of harassment experienced by school girls, working age, and older
women.
2. Identify the types of harassment, the reactions and effects
3. Look at the perceived factors that motivate or prevent its occurrence.
4. Examine public attitudes and perceptions towards sexual harassment.
5. Specify the recommended actions to prevent and address sexual harassment in public
transport and connected spaces (i.e., bus stops).
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3.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The review of existing literature from around the world and Pakistan points to a high incidence
of harassment in public transport.

It also highlights its nature, consequences and policy

response in this regard.

Dear and Wolch (1989) describe accessibility to transportation as a necessary
precondition to accessibility to the workplace, and those who use public transport due to
non-availability of any other choices as “captive riders” or “transit captive.” Research
shows that compared to men, women comprise a larger proportion of captive riders.
For these women, access to public transport is crucial as it allows them access to
employment, educational and leisure opportunities, and the public sphere in general
(Smith, 2008). Public transport is an “important enabler in accessing the public sphere”
without which girls may be kept away from schools [Latif (1999) and Fernando and
Porter’s (2002) as mentioned in Harrison (2013)].”
Fitzgerald et al’s (1997) while studying effects of sexual harassment on work found that
women who had been harassed reported higher frequency of absenteeism at work than
those who had not been harassed. Some of them also think of quitting their jobs.
A study about the psychological impact of sexual harassment on white and Asian
women indicated that a greater frequency of experiencing sexual harassment and post
traumatic stress symptoms “predicated” more depression and overall psychological
distress among women (Ho et al., 2012). This impediment to women's ability to freely
access and utilise public spaces negatively impacts upon their social and economic
well-being (Fileborn 2013).

Establishing the extent to which harassment in public transport and connected spaces
occurs or estimating its incidence is somewhat difficult. For instance, studies indicate
that such harassment is widespread, it has been pointed out that these studies seek
responses only from those who experienced sexual harassment and hence came up
with inflated rates of incidence. At the same time, it is also argued that rates of
harassment might actually be underreported because many women are conditioned to
accept harassment as ‘normal’ and do not report it. Nevertheless, whichever view one
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subscribes to, there is no doubt that harassment prevails in public transport and
connected spaces.

Radha (2011) investigated how masculinity reinforces occurrence of violence in public transport
in Nepal. She collected data and information by observing four selected routes and rooming in
four bus stations during busy and less busy timings. Interviews were held with women, men,
girls and boys of age 15-49 years through purposive selection method. She interviewed five
drivers and five conductors to examine the underlying causes, which create a sub-culture within
men, ten boys and men to explore the motivation factors or condition against protection
discourse, eight women who use public vehicles to discuss about the forms, frequency, timing,
conditions, and strategies in two ways: violence and protection. Telephonic interviews were also
carried out with officials from the Office of Prime Minister and Council Minister (OPMCM),
National Women Commission, and Ministry Labor and Transport specifically to get insight about
the seriousness of policymakers in taking up this issue. Her findings indicate that office hours
times (mornings and evenings) are more risky times for violence and bus parks, roads and
inside buses are major places for violence. Majority of the drivers reported that they considered
this as their powerfulness as well as a means of entertainment. Men perceived violence as a
symbol of power. However, conductors and men also take action sometimes in protection of
women against violence, as they felt themselves superior by sex and physically strong in
structure. Most of the women mentioned that they considered themselves physically weak,
insecure and powerless while travelling in public transport especially during office hours. They
also act to protect themselves from violence when they are in an enabling environment and felt
secure; like day time or with a group of friends.

Jagori (2010) conducted a survey to investigate harassment faced by women in Delhi, India.
The study used purposive sampling methods to collect information (through interviews) from
5010 men and women of diverse occupational categories spread across 50 sites in Delhi.
Intercept survey technique was used to select respondents in a variety of public spaces,
including markets, parks, bus stops, residential areas, etc. Their results reveal that sexual
harassment is perceived as the biggest risk for women’s safety across Delhi. Women feel
unsafe and are afraid of being physically hurt, harassed, molested or raped in deserted spaces,
as well as in crowded spaces, most commonly in crowded public transport.
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Mitra-Sarkar and Partheeban (2009) assessed harassment faced by women commuters in
Chennai by administering a survey of women ages 18 years and older. A total of 274 women
respondents, majority of whom were college students, were randomly chosen from college
campuses, dormitories, trains, and buses as well as at train and bus stops. The findings indicate
that 66 percent of these women reported to have been harassed while commuting.

The literature suggests that consequences of the risk or experience of harassment in public
transport can have profound effects on the lives of women everywhere.

Given that

transportation is a key factor in mobility, harassment restricts their mobility and hence limits their
access not only to educational and employment opportunities but also to socialisation and
recreational activities.

Countries have adopted certain measures to deal with this type of harassment. For
instance, women-only public transport has been introduced in a number of cities. Tokyo
was one of the first major capitals to introduce women-only trains and directed transit
police to enforce it. Such transport is also found in Jakarta, Kuala Lumpur, Delhi, Cairo
and Manila among others, while some other cities are also considering this option
(Boros, 2014). In Pakistan too, women friendly buses have been operated on pilot
basis between Islamabad and Rawalpindi by the ILO in collaboration with private sector
(ILO and FCG, 2011).

However, there is a counter view in relation to women-only transport that considers it as a shortterm solution. According to the World Bank, segregation is not the answer to this problem. It
requires modification in behavior and attitude of society (WB, 2014). A study in Nepal found
that women felt that it was “patronizing to make such provisions [reserved seats] and
undermined the gains women have made in exercising their freedom of movement and rights to
public space (WB and AusAid, 2013).
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4.

SURVEY AND RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

4.1.

Research Method and sampling technique

Quantitative and qualitative data have been collected by conducting a primary survey. The
universe for the survey consists of females (above 15 years of age) who travel in public buses
and/or chingchis at least once in a week. In order to add diversity, the universe is further
stratified into three categories: (1) students, (2) working women and (3) homemakers.
Purposive sampling technique was used to select female commuters in the category of student
from colleges and universities and working women from shopping malls, beauty parlours, food
chain outlets, hospitals, etc. For selecting female commuters in the category of homemakers,
snowball sampling technique has been used. These females were interviewed at their
residences. In order to select female commuters with diverse socio-economic characteristics,
heterogeneity sampling was maintained under purposive sampling.

Data obtained from the survey was processed using the statistical software SPSS.
4.2.

Ethics

The survey took into consideration the protection of all respondents and researchers.
Respondents were advised that their participation was voluntary and were assured of complete
anonymity. Furthermore, they were advised that they did not have to answer any question they
felt uncomfortable about.

4.3.

Questionnaire

The data gathering instrument is a structured questionnaire consisting of both closed and open
ended questions in-line with the objectives of the study. Prior to the designing of questionnaire
a detailed review of literature has been conducted and different questionnaires designed for this
purpose, were looked at. In addition, specific features of Karachi transport with reference to
public buses have also been taken into account. The questionnaire was then designed to collect
the following information.

1. General characteristics of commuters (socio-economic variables).
2. Travel characteristics like purpose of trip, frequency of trip, travel time.
3. Types of harassment, its intensity, the reactions and perceived factors that motivate its
occurrence.
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4. Respondent’s opinion about addressing public transport service needs and measures to
prevent harassment in public transport and connected spaces.
4.4.

Respondents

The sample consists of 230 respondents. Occupation-wise, the respondents were more or less
evenly divided among homemakers 33 percent, working women 35 percent, and students 33
percent (Chart 1). Homemakers include housewives and unmarried non-student/non-working
women, who although not employed outside their homes, live with parents/siblings and do work
inside their household.

4.5.

Place of interview

Respondents were interviewed at their residence, at their workplace, at their place of
education, at hospitals, at shopping malls, at bus stops and in the bus. The distribution of the
sample is illustrated in Chart 2; which shows that 43 percent of respondents were interviewed
at their residence, 11 percent at their workplace, 27 percent at their place of education, 9 at
hospitals, and 5 percent each at shopping malls and in the bus or at bus stops.
Chart 1

Chart 2

Distribution of Respondents

Respondents by Place of Interview (Number)
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5.

DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE OF SAMPLE RESPONDENTS

The demographic profile covers age, marital status, and education and income status and
throws light on the basic characteristics of respondents as illustrated in Table 1. The analysis
reveals the transport choices of the different segments of the population. It needs to be
mentioned here that transport choices available to commuters are quite limited.
5.1.

Age profile

Overall, the sample respondents are young, with 90 percent of them in the age group 15-45
years. The largest segment (41 percent) is in the age bracket of 15-25 years, with 85 percent
students and 25 percent working women. The second largest cohort is of age group 26-35 years,
with 51 percent working women and 39 percent homemakers. About 28 percent of homemakers
and 18 percent of working women are in the age bracket of 36-45 years. And about 18 percent
of homemakers and 6 percent of working women are in the age group 46 years and above, with
no student in this group.

Table 1
Demographic Profile of Sample Respondents (%)
Homemaker

Working Women

Student

Total

Age bracket
15-25

14.7

25.0

85.3

41.1

26-35

38.7

51.3

13.3

35.1

36-45

28.0

17.5

1.3

15.6

46-55

13.3

6.3

0.0

6.5

5.3

0.0

0.0

1.7

56+

Marital status
Single

11.2

31.2

57.6

54.1

Married

58.8

38.1

3.1

42.0

Divorced/Widowed

50.0

50.0

0.0

3.9
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Education status
Not literate

4.0

11.3

0.0

5.2

No formal schooling but can
1
read and write

4.0

5.0

0.0

3.5

Below Matriculation
(Grade I-IX)

4.0

5.0

0.0

2.6

Matriculation (Grade X)

21.3

11.3

2.7

11.7

Intermediate (Grade XI-XII)

21.3

12.5

21.3

18.2

Bachelors

33.8

21.3

56.0

35.9

Post graduate
(Masters/M.Phil)

13.3

33.8

33.8

22.9

Family income level
Less than 10,000

2.7

6.3

1.3

3.5

10,000 - 20,000

24.0

15.0

2.7

13.9

20,000 - 30,000

20.0

25.0

12.0

19.0

30,000 - 40,000

13.3

18.8

24.0

18.6

40,000 - 50,000

24.0

12.5

28.0

21.2

50,000 - 100,000

16.0

18.8

29.3

21.6

0.0

3.8

2.7

2.2

More than 100,000

5.2.

Marital status

More than half the sample respondents are single with nearly 60 percent students and 30
percent working women and the remaining 10 percent includes unmarried girls in the family,
who are neither students nor working. Over 40 percent of respondents are married of which
more than half are homemakers, one-third are working women and 3 percent of students. About
4 percent are divorced or widowed with half homemakers and half working women.

5.3.

Education status

The respondents were generally better educated, with majority of them having attained a
Bachelors' (35.9%) or Post graduate (22.9%) status.

About one third of the respondents

claimed they reached matriculation (11.7%) and intermediate (18.2%) levels. A small proportion
did not have the benefit of formal schooling: 5.2% of the respondents were not literate, while
1

Learned to read and write from relatives, friends, Madrassa school, etc.
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3.5% of the respondents said they never went to a formal school but could read and write,
having learned from relatives, friends or a Madrassa school.
Among homemakers, 33.8 percent possess a Bachelor’s degree, 13.3 percent possess a
Master’s or M.Phil. degree, and 21.3 percent each have completed Matriculation and
Intermediate level of education. Only 4 percent each is below Matriculation, can just read and
write (4%) or are not literate (4%).
Among working women, 33.8 percent hold a Bachelor’s degree, 21.3 percent hold a Master’s or
M.Phil. degree, 12.5 percent have intermediate or higher secondary qualifications, 11.3 percent
hold matriculation or secondary qualifications, 5 percent could read and write but never went to
school, and 11.3 percent were not literate nor ever went to school. Notably, bulk of the notliterates was in the working women group. By definition, none of the students are illiterate.

5.4.

Family income level

The sample respondents appear to be from the middle class, with 62 percent in the income
range of Rs. 30,000 to Rs. 100,000 per month. However, only about half the homemakers and
working women are in this income group. Among students’ families, 84 percent are earning
more than Rs. 30,000 per month and of them 3 percent earning more than Rs. 100,000 per
month.

Two income brackets Rs. 10,000 to 20,000 and Rs. 40,000-50,000 dominate among
homemakers, with 24 percent each in these groups. The pattern indicates that half of
homemakers are in the middle class bracket and about one-quarter can be classified as poor,
with 3 percent classified as very poor. There are no homemakers in the more than 100,000
income bracket.

About half the working women are in the income bracket of Rs. 30,000 to 100,000 per month
and 4 percent in the more than 100,000 bracket. However, the single largest share of working
women (25 percent) is in income bracket of Rs. 20,000 to 30,000 and can be classified as lower
middle class. About 21 percent earn less than Rs. 20,000 per month, of whom 6 percent earn
less than Rs. 10,000 per month. This category can be classified as poor, with the latter as very
poor.
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Students appear to hail from relatively better off families, with a quarter of families earning over
Rs. 50,000 per month. However, over one-third of students’ families are in the less than Rs.
30,000 income bracket, with 4 percent of them in the less than Rs. 10,000 bracket. Income
inequality among student families appears to be greater than in the other two groups and could
imply lower affordability among the poor and the lower middle class for acquisition of education.

6.

FEATURES OF PUBLIC TRANSPORT USAGE

This section describes the features of public transport usage by female commuters in Karachi.
The largest share of trips using public transport is generated by working women, followed by
students (Table 2). Over 80 percent of working women and 63 percent of students use public
transport 5-7 days a week. Homemakers appear to be largely home bound, using public
transport sometimes. This is indicated by the fact that 44 percent of homemakers use public
transport 1-4 times a week and 47 percent use public transport 2-4 times a month (see Box 1).
Box 1
Features of public transport
Different types of public transport are available in Karachi to commute within city. These include car
taxis and auto rickshaws, big buses, mini-buses and chingchis. Big buses, mini-buses and chingchis
charge per passenger basis while taxis and auto rickshaws are privately hired and charge per tip.
Big buses and mini-buses have two sections where the women’s section is in the front and men’s
section in the back. Both of these sections have separate doors; the front door is for entry and exit into
women’s section while the back door for entry and exit into men’s section. Though the two sections are
partitioned, usually there is a gap or opening from inside the bus that allows movement between the two
sections.
Mini-buses cover greater number of routes compared to big buses and, thus, people largely use minibuses to travel. These (mini) buses have a seating capacity of 25 persons, of which seven are in
women’s section. As a result, women often have to sit on the engine, which is next to the driver’s seat.
At times, the driver’s hand touches the female passenger’s knee, intentionally or unintentionally, while
changing gears. Also, they have to sit on the space at the back of driver’s seat facing men’s section.
Being small, mini-buses have less space for people to stand; women’s section has a capacity of four
and men’s section has a capacity of eight to ten people to stand. Given that mini-buses have greater
number of routes and less capacity to accommodate people, these buses are generally found
overloaded where men travel even by sitting on roof top. When the men’s section is full, they also
occupy part of the women’s section and women have to share their section with the men.
Chingchi is a modified form of Auto Rickshaw. It has different forms, having a capacity to carry six to
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eleven passengers. One form of chingchi has three seats where three passengers can sit on one seat.
Hence, it has a capacity to accommodate nine passengers. Two seats are facing each other while one
seat faces backwards. There are no reserved seats for women and men. Social norms dictate that only
a woman can sit beside another woman however women and men can sit on seats facing each other.
Auto rickshaws have a capacity to carry three persons and are privately hired. They are relatively more
expensive as the passenger has to pay the entire cost of the trip. Car taxis are even more expensive
and seldom used by the lower middle class and almost never by the poor.

Table 2
Frequency of using public transport by females
Students

Working

Daily (5-7 days in a week)

62.7

80.2

9.3

Often (1-4 time s in a week)

20.0

9.9

44.0

Sometimes(2-4 times in a month)

17.3

9.9

46.7

100.0

100.0

100.0

Total
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Seat on engine

Chingchi
Front view

Chingchi
back view
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Rickshaw

Chingchi

The pattern of trips and corresponding public transport use varies for the three categories of
respondents as shown in Table 3. Students use public transport primarily for commuting to
place of education, for shopping and for visiting relatives and friends. About one-sixth of trips
using public transport are also for part-time jobs. Working women use public transport
overwhelmingly for commuting to and from work place, followed by shopping and visiting
relatives and friends. Homemakers use public transport primarily for trips to clinics or hospitals,
shopping and visiting relatives.
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Table 3
Purpose of using public transport
Students Response
First Second

Third

Working Women Response Homemakers Response
First

Second

Third

First

Second

Third

Number of
Responses

75

30

20

81

57

36

Share (%)
Education

96.0

0.0

0.0

2.5

19.3

8.3

-

-

-

Work

-

-

-

92.6

0.0

0.0

-

-

-

Medical

-

-

-

1.2

0.0

0.0

54.7

-

-

Shopping

1.3

80.0

60.0

2.5

73.7

41.7

32.0

67.9

8.7

Visiting Relatives

1.3

3.3

40.0

1.2

5.3

38.9

9.3

23.2

87.0

-

-

-

0.0

0.0

5.6

2.7

5.4

-

Part time Job

1.3

13.3

0.0

-

-

-

1.3

3.6

-

Recreation

0.0

3.3

0.0

0.0

1.8

2.8

-

-

-

-

-

-

0.0

0.0

2.8

-

-

4.3

100.0

100.0

100.0

Vocational training

Religion
Total

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

Chart 3 gives the extent of usage of bus/mini-bus and chingchi by three categories of women.
Panel-A indicates that bus/minibus is the major transport mode, accounting for nearly 90
percent of trips. Buses and minibus are largely used by students and working women (91
percent and 94 percent respectively), while chingchis are largely used homemakers (19
percent); however, the pre-dominant mode remains bus/minibus. Panel-B shows that out of 91
percent students who use buses, 56 percent also use chingchi. The proportion of working
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women and homemakers who also use chingchis is 57 percent and 43 percent, respectively.
Interestingly, 19 percent of homemakers who use chingchis do not use buses and minibuses.

Chart 3
Mode of Public Transport used by respondents (%)
Panel A

Panel B

Buses and mini-buses are generally over crowded, particularly during peak hours (morning and
evening). Women travelling during peak hours seldom get a place to sit. As a result they are
subject harassment by men who use women’s section door to enter into and exit from bus. The
discussion below illustrates the travel timings of daily, often and sometimes commuters by place
to sit in order to draw attention towards this very important issue.
Chart 4 shows the time of travel of ‘daily’ commuters, which is distributed as follows: 45 percent
of commuters travel in the morning hours, of whom 11 percent always get a place to sit, 11
percent get a place to sit often, 16 percent get a place to sit rarely, and 6 percent never get a
place to sit. These commuters return at various hours of the day. Of those making the trip in the
afternoon (mostly students, 30 percent), 8 percent always get a place to sit, 9 percent get a
place to sit often, 10 percent get a place to sit rarely, and 3 percent never get a place to sit. Of
those making the trip in the evening (working women, 19 percent), 4 percent always get a place
to sit, 5 percent get a place to sit often, 7 percent get a place to sit rarely, and 3 percent never
get a place to sit. Of those making the trip at night (working women, 7 percent), 3 percent
always get a place to sit, one percent get a place to sit often, 2 percent get a place to sit rarely,
and one percent never get a place to sit. ‘Daily’ commuters are largely working women and
students and make their trips to work or educational institution in the morning, which constitutes
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the peak hour. It can be seen that the largest share of commuters who never get a place to sit is
highest during mornings and declines with time, as peak hour is distributed, to the lowest at
night (Chart 4).

Chart 4
‘Daily’ Commuters: Distribution by getting a place to sit

The time of travel of ‘often’ commuters is distributed as follows: 32 percent of commuters travel
in the morning hours, of whom 6 percent always get a place to sit, 9 percent get a place to sit
often, 13 percent get a place to sit rarely, and 5 percent never get a place to sit. Of those
making the trip in the afternoon (33 percent), 6 percent always get a place to sit, 12 percent get
a place to sit often, 12 percent get a place to sit rarely, and 4 percent never get a place to sit. Of
those making the trip in the evening (31 percent), 7 percent always get a place to sit, 9 percent
get a place to sit often, 10 percent get a place to sit rarely, and 4 percent never get a place to sit.
Of those making the trip at night (4 percent), 2 percent always get a place to sit, one percent get
a place to sit often, half percent never get a place to sit (Chart 5).
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Chart 5
‘Often’ Commuters: Distribution by getting a place to sit

The time of travel of ‘sometimes’ commuters is distributed as follows: 25 percent of
commuters travel in the morning hours, of whom 4 percent always get a place to sit, 8 percent
get a place to sit often, 8 percent get a place to sit rarely, and 4 percent never get a place to
sit. Of those making the trip in the afternoon (33 percent), 8 percent always get a place to sit,
14 percent get a place to sit often, 8 percent get a place to sit rarely, and 4 percent never get
a place to sit. Of those making the trip in the evening (34 percent), 10 percent always get a
place to sit, 11 percent get a place to sit often, 8 percent get a place to sit rarely, and 5
percent never get a place to sit. Of those making the trip at night (8 percent), 4 percent always
get a place to sit while 1.5 percent each gets a place to sit often or rarely gets a place to sit or
never gets a place to sit.

‘Sometimes’ commuters are mostly homemakers, whose trips

comprises of shopping and/or visiting relatives and friends and, as such, make the trips in the
afternoons and evenings. Given that ‘daily’ commuters load declines sharply in the afternoons
and evenings, a larger percentage of ‘sometimes’ commuters (18 percent) are able to find a
seat (Chart 6).
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Chart 6
‘Sometimes’ Commuters: Distribution by getting a place to sit
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7.

HARASSMENT IN PUBLIC BUSES AND CHINGCHI

This section examines the incidence of harassment in buses, minibuses and chingchis, types of
harassment and its consequences, including reactions and effects.
7.1.

Experience of harassment

Chart 7 shows frequency of incidence of harassment in buses, minibuses and chingchis. The
highest incidence is reported by working women, followed by students. Only 15 percent of
working women and 18 percent of students reported that they never faced any action during
travelling in buses, minibuses or chingchis that made them feel harassed. Three-fourths of
working women and 69 percent of students reported that they felt harassed more than once
while commuting. In case of homemakers, 33 percent said that they never faced any such
action, while 44 percent said that faced such actions more than once. Students and working
women were more likely to experience sexual harassment compared to homemakers, which
could be related to their younger age and higher frequency of commuting. Students and working
women largely travel every working day and, thus, confront such incidences more frequently.
Chart 7
Experience of harassment in buses/mini buses/Chingchi
Students

7.2.

Working

Homemakers

Perpetrator

Chart 8 points to the perpetrator or harasser. The major culprits in this respect are fellow
passengers (75 percent), followed by bus conductors (20 percent) and, sometimes, even the
bus driver (5 percent).
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7.3.

Place of harassment

Chart 9 identifies location of harassment in public transport: inside the bus/mini-bus or chingchi
or at bus/chingchi stops. Among all three categories of respondents, the vast majority (90
percent) cited such incidents inside buses/mini-buses and chingchis.

7.4.

Chart 8

Chart 9

Harassed by whom

Place of Harassment ( percent)

Types of harassment

Chart 10 expresses the types of harassment reported by all three categories of female
commuters. Two major types of harassment accounting for 34 percent responses each are
staring/leering and deliberate contact/groping. Comments/remarks with sexual innuendos and
obscene gestures are also fairly common constituting 12 percent and 9 percent respectively.
Other types of harassment that are stated include men blocking the way for women to
disembark or following after disembarking and stalking or making animal or kissing noises.
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Chart 10
Types of Harassment (percent)

In Karachi buses/mini-buses have two sections; the women’s section being in the front one with
less than a dozen seats and the larger men’s section in the back. The two sections are
partitioned; usually, however, there is a gap or opening that allows movement between the two
sections. Women do not prefer to sit in men’s section; although men sit in the women’s section if
seats are vacant. Chart 11 shows that 60 percent of working women said that they travelled
many times and other 25 percent said that they travelled sometimes with men sitting in women’s
section. Among other categories of respondents, over 50 percent stated that they travelled
many times and 29 percent stated that they travelled sometimes with men sitting in women’s
section. These respondents reported that they feel uncomfortable in this situation as buses are
usually overcrowded.
Interestingly, men also use the opening to enter the women’s section to exit the bus from front
gate and vice versa.

Nearly half (46 percent) of respondents consider that as a form of

harassment; given that space in the women section is limited and crowded. Mostly, men using
the women’s section to exit engage in deliberate contact/groping.
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Chart 11
Travelled with Men in Women’s Section (%)

Box 2
Respondents’ observations pointing out types of harassment
 Men and boys on motorbikes follow chingchis, if we are sitting on a seat facing backwards, they
pass ‘obscene or crude’ remarks as they pass-by; and some even touch us.
 Men and boys in cars and on motorbikes stop at bus stops and invite us to come with them.
 One man got hold of my dupatta (scarf) as I was about to get off from the bus and no one
intervened.
 One man came and sat beside me in the women’s compartment. When I asked him to get up, he
replied that I was an educated women and can sit with men, “so why not with me”. He got up
when other women rebuked and asked him to go behind, but he kept smiling at me.
 One boy threw a chit at me which had his phone number.
 Since I take the bus at more or less the same time every day, men hovering around also board
the bus at the same time.
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7.5.

Reaction when felt Harassed

The findings show that females react to incidences of harassment occurring in buses/mini-buses
or chingchis. The proportion of those who react sometimes is about 60 percent in case of
students and working women and slightly lower at 56 percent in case of homemakers (Chart 12).
Comparatively, students react less on such incidences as the proportion of those who never
react is 34 percent, compared to 20 percent and 24 percent in the case of working women and
homemakers.

Chart 12
Ever Reacted when felt Harassed
Students

Working Women

Homemakers

Box 3
Respondents’ observations stating types of retaliation
 I complained to the driver about harassment by a male passenger and the driver ordered him out
of the bus.
 One girl got on to the bus and told me that a car was following her. I asked the driver to stop for
a while and we got off and rebuked the car driver.
 A man tried to touch me; I began shouting and the other passengers beat him up.
 A man touched me and I punched him with my nail cutter.
 A man touched me and I punched him with my hairpin.
 A man touched me and I punched him with my pen.
 Once a conductor tried to touch me and the passengers beat him up.
 One woman slapped a man who was trying to touch her and he slapped her back.
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Chart 13 shows that those who react on such incidences generally retaliate verbally. Working
women and homemakers reported that they also retaliate physically. Proportion of those who
walk away by ignoring such actions is higher among students, compared to other two categories
of respondents. The findings also indicate that females hardly ask for help, including from the
police.

Chart 13
Nature of Reaction on Incidents of Harassment and Unease (%)
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7.6.

Effects of harassment

Commuters, inevitably, cope with harassment and the responses are immediate and
subsequent. Data of effects of harassment is tabulated in Table 4. The immediate effect is low
for about half the working women and homemakers. Students, however, respond more. About
31 percent of students, 23 percent of working women and 20 percent of homemakers reduce
using public transport and use privately hired taxis and rickshaws.

The subsequent effect is more lasting. Nearly 40 percent of students said that they avoid
travelling after dark; thereby, restricting their mobility especially with regard to socializing. More
significantly, abut 40-45 percent of all three categories have started to wear the hijab and cover
themselves with chadar as a means of protecting themselves from harassment.
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Table 4
Effects of Harassment in Public Buses and Chingchi
Students
Nature of Effects

Immediate

Working Women

Subsequent

Immediate

Subsequent

Homemakers
Immediate

Subsequent

Share (%)
No effect

37.1

-

50.7

-

51.0

0.0

Reduced commuting

30.6

-

23.2

-

20.0

0.0

-

5.6

1.4

18.8

2.0

0.0

16.1

16.7

8.7

12.5

8.0

25.0

6.5

38.9

2.9

43.8

8.0

17.0

9.7

38.9

11.6

18.8

4.0

42.0

-

-

1.4

6.3

6.0

16.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

from public transport
Changed travel
pattern/route
Someone
accompany you while
travelling
Avoid going out
alone after dark
Prefer to cover/wear
Hijab while travelling
Left educational
institution/job
Total

35

Rapid Assessment of Sexual Harassment in Public Transport and Connected Spaces in Karachi

Box 4

Box 5

Respondents’ observations showing

Respondents’ observations revealing

nature of grievances

helplessness and tolerance

 We don’t complain, as men in our society

 Because of overloading, touching happens

don’t tolerate women who take a stand and

‘involuntarily’; we just have to tolerate.
 Chingchis are preferable as we have to

become abusive, if they do so.
 We don’t complain for fear that the

wait less compared to buses; but space

harasser will follow us home and cause

between seats is less, which causes knees

more harm.

to touch if men are sitting on opposite

 Our parents ask us not make an issue of

seats; we have no choice but to tolerate.
 When I complained to the driver about a

the incident, as it will invite ill repute. Girls
have to be mindful of their honour.

man harassing me, I was told to get off

 The law does not protect women, so we

from the bus.
 Men are prone to behave as such; but we

have to accept this situation.
 How can we ask the police for help, if they

have to commute for work and have to
tolerate their behavior.

themselves harass us sometimes?
of

 I work applying henna and visit homes.

harassment and now hired a rickshaw, but

Before my marriage I used buses and

it is very expensive.

chingchis and faced harassment. Now my

 I

stopped

using

buses

because

 I dropped out of college, because one boy

husband drops and picks me or I use
rickshaws.

was stalking me.

 We are poor and cannot afford rickshaws,

 School and college girls get scared and
don’t

retaliate,

so

these

men

take

are forced to use buses and face whatever
there is.

advantage
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8.

FACTORS THAT MOTIVATE HARASSMENT

Women’s attitude towards perceived factors that motivate harassment in public transport is also
explored. The responses are categorized in terms of self-blame, male nature, physical factors,
and policy factors (Table 5).

Table 5
Why Harassment Happens in Public Buses and Chingchi
Reasons for Harassment

Student

Working
Women

Homemakers

Share (%)
Self-blame

11.8

13.2

16.9

Women dressing that provoke indecent behavior among men

7.5

10.7

11.6

Women do not act decently/ appropriately

4.3

2.5

5.2

44.4

47.2

50.0

9.6

15.7

9.3

Men are sexually frustrated

11.2

14.2

20.3

Lack of education among males

23.5

17.3

20.3

23.0

24.9

22.7

20.3

21.3

21.5

Poor lightening

1.1

0.5

0.0

Lack of security personnel/CCTVs

1.6

3.0

1.2

20.9

14.7

10.5

4.3

5.6

2.9

11.2

4.6

4.7

5.3

4.6

2.9

100.0

100.0

100.0

Perpetrator’s nature, male privileging
Men will be men, boys will be boys

Physical factors
Bus is overcrowded

Policy factors
No implementation on law against indecent behavior & harassment
Police do not treat such complaints seriously
Perpetrators go unpunished
Total

It is interesting to find that respondents largely attribute male nature and privileging as a major
reason for harassment. Within this, lack of education and sexual frustration are significant
components. The next important factor is physical, i.e., over-crowding in buses. Students also
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indicated policy factors like non-seriousness of police in treating such complaints and failure of
implementation of laws and punishment of perpetrators. Some respondents also blamed women
themselves in provoking such incidences by inappropriate dressing.

Box 6
Respondents’ observations indicating acts that promote harassment
 TV plays show harassment scenes and plant ideas in vulnerable and cunning minds.
 Some buses display ‘obscene’ posters, jokes, cartoons, pictures or advertisements and play
‘unethical loud music/songs’, which encourages bad behavior.
 It is not only uneducated men who harass us; educated men too are as bad.
 Men who are unemployed spend time at bus stops and harass women for fun.
 If women dress improperly, they invite harassment.
 Women’s dress is not the cause, even burqa clad (veil wearing) women have to face
harassment.
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9.

RECOMMENDED

ACTIONS

PUT

FORWARD

BY

FEMALE

COMMUTERS
Respondents were asked to suggest measures they feel can help in preventing harassment and
in providing women friendly facilities in public transport and were allowed more than one
suggestion. These responses are presented in Table 6.
All respondents suggested separate ladies buses or a larger women’s section with strict
separation between the male and female sections. Students and working women also asked for
the police to play their due role in providing help t female commuters who complain of
harassment.

Table 6
Measures Suggested by Respondents to Prevent Harassment in Public Buses
Students
Number of Responses

108

Working Women

Homemakers

111

94

30

34

37

separation of the two sections

30

28

27

Police provide help to female commuters

13

15

4

Spread awareness regarding female harassment

5

8

7

Implement law properly

9

6

1

Increase number of buses

7

5

7

Seat by seat commute only

1

1

6

Operate only big Bus

3

1

5

Buses should have adequate light at night

0

1

1

2

0

2

100

100

100

Share (%)
Separate ladies bus
Increase size of female's section in bus and strict

Driver should stop bus at bus-stop while women
are getting-off
Total
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Box 7
Respondents’ observations on shortage of transport
 Shortage of buses causes congestion and provides opportunities for touching.
 Danger of harassment is less in big buses, as small buses are congested and provides more
opportunities for touching.
 Shortage of public transport is a cause for men hanging out on chingchis, even if women are
sitting on the seats.
 Media should raise awareness about respecting women and avoid obnoxious behavior.
 School curriculum should include material on respecting women.
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10.

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The literature and findings from this research suggest that threat to girls’ and women’s safety
while travelling restrains their mobility. This often results in decisions of not sending girl child to
school or not letting women to seek employment. In a country like Pakistan, where enrolment
rate of girls’ and of female labour force participation rate are already low, lack of adequate and
secure transport compounds the problem.

Given this, mainstreaming gender in transport

policies has also become an important aspect of women empowerment in terms of access to
socio-economic opportunities.

An important prerequisite is to adopt a rights-based approach to gendered development. This
approach demands a commitment to improvement in the well-being of communities and
individuals within communities, on the basis of women’s active, unfettered and meaningful
participation in development as well as in the fair distribution of the resulting benefits (UN
Declaration on the Right to Development; Mashiri et al, 2005). Women are often marginalised in
the appraisal and decision-making processes, due to culturally embedded gender roles,
statuses and time-constraints (Mahapa, 2003). Initiatives are required to take women on board,
including beneficiaries, in decision-making processes for planning, implementing and evaluating
gender-sensitive policies and programmes.

The analysis identified the following set of recommendations for government action to help
prevent occurrences of harassment.


A major factor that leads to harassment in buses/mini-buses is overcrowding. Findings from
survey indicate that women’s first priority is to introduce separate buses for them. Their
second priority is to introduce bigger buses with larger women’s section and strict
partitioning between women’s and men’s section.



Sensitizing police officials about handling gender related cases has also been suggested.
Generally, women hesitate in going to police stations due to women unfriendly attitude of
police officials and its overall environment. The process of registering a case is also very
cumbersome and the police do not take such cases seriously.



Women police stations need to be expanded and strengthened by bringing in motivated and
result oriented lady police officers and training of the existing staff.

These women police

stations need to be in the mainstream, rather than a side-lined activity. Also, mobile vans of
women police should remain on rounds on regular basis.
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Another important recommendation is to create awareness among the general public about
respecting women and refraining from obnoxious behavior. None of the drivers, conductors
or passengers are aware of the code of conduct in public transport and basic human rights
of passengers. In this connection, media can contribute in raising awareness against
harassment acts as well as providing information about laws on such harassment and
punishment to perpetrators. Although a long-term process, inclusion of material in school
curriculum on respecting women will pave the way in this regard.

The above suggestions appear to be plausible by themselves. However, the problem seems to
be much larger and much more deep-rooted. One civic rights activist attributed the public
transport situation in Karachi to the sharp divide between ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots.’ The haves
are the policy making ruling elite, who own private transport – and multiples of them per family.
They have never used public transport and are oblivious of the problems faced by the have-nots.
In the absence of systematic change and change in the interests of the policy making class, the
measures being suggested to address harassment of women in public transport remain mere
palliatives.
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