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Introduction

“Aadmi aur ladke mahilaon ko dekh kar, jaan boojh kar kehte hain “begum aa gayi!” Bahut
sare log toh nashe mein baithe hote hai, aati-jaati mahilaon ko ghoorte hain aur aankh
maar kar gande-gande ishare karte rehte hain.” 
(The men and the boys look at the women and pass comments such as, “Wife has come!” Most
men and boys would be drunk and they would stare at the women, catcall them, and make
obscene gestures.”)

Panipat, a historically significant city in Haryana,
struggles with entrenched patriarchal norms that
contribute to high rates of gender-based violence
(GBV). The National Crime Records Bureau (NCRB)
reports that Haryana has one of the highest crime
rates against women in India (118.7 per 100,000
women), highlighting the severity of the issue. 

Rape and sexual assault cases, including those under
the Protection of Children from Sexual Offences
(POCSO) Act, 2012, have risen, with a significant
backlog in fast-track courts. Nationally, POCSO cases
increased by 30% between 2016 and 2020, and as of
2023, over 2.43 lakh cases remain pending.

Haryana

https://www.isdm.org.in/blog/its-womens-day-but-on-ground-little-has-changed
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/india/over-2-43-lakh-pocso-cases-pending-in-fast-track-courts-till-jan-2023-3-pc-conviction-rate-in-2022-report/articleshow/105863184.cms?utm_


Despite economic development, gender inequality remains widespread, with low female
literacy, high school dropout rates (12.3% in 2021-22), and persistent harassment in public
spaces. This lack of education is also one of the factors which perpetuates gender inequality.
This ongoing issue highlights the urgent need for enhanced safety measures and educational
support to address gender inequality in the region.

While research on women’s safety largely focuses on urban areas, rural spaces also pose risks
due to restricted mobility, educational barriers, and social identities like caste and religion.
Addressing these concerns requires urgent interventions in safety measures, legal support, and
gender-sensitive policies.

Panipat continues to struggle with low female literacy rates. The lack of education and
awareness among women and girls exacerbates their vulnerability to violence and perpetuates
a cycle of gender inequality. Without adequate education, women are often unaware of their
rights and may not possess the resources to seek help. Girls frequently face sexual harassment
in public spaces, including their journey to and from schools, and at work. The fear of
harassment and violence often forces girls to drop out of school, which further reduces their
chances of accessing opportunities for economic empowerment. Poor safety measures in
schools and a lack of support systems contribute to the dropout rates, especially during
adolescence.

https://educationforallinindia.com/dropout-rates-in-schools-in-india/?utm


Participatory Safety Audits
(PSA): A tool for change
A Participatory Safety Audit (PSA) is a spatial analysis of an area through a lens of safety. PSA is
a tool and a process to assess women's and girls' safety based on participatory methodology. It
aids in translating unsafe/less safe spaces into safe spaces. It also promotes community
knowledge about sexual harassment, sexual assault, and rape, thereby addressing such
problems in their local areas. The core objective of conducting a PSA is to develop an
appropriate strategy to reduce incidences of sexual harassment in public spaces, informed by
the lived experiences of women and girls themselves. 

The women’s safety audit is a leading tool originally designed by the Metropolitan Action
Committee on Violence Against Women and Children (METRAC) in Toronto, Canada for
women to use in order to build their skills and make their communities feel safer. Over the past
twenty years, the women’s safety audit has been used in communities and neighbourhoods
from Petrozavodsk, Russia to Dar-es-Salaam, Tanzania. The safety audit has been adapted to
multiple settings and groups, carried out jointly with local government representatives, and
evaluated, such that this tool is now internationally recognised as a best practice.

The safety audit was first developed to bring attention to violence against women in public
spaces. It was based on the reality that women and men have different safety concerns. In
public places, men tend to worry about being robbed. Women worry about being raped or
harassed. 

In India, the Society for Participatory Research in Asia (PRIA) introduced PSAs in the 1980s.
PRIA conducted safety audits in various regions for community empowerment. PSAs in India
serve as a participatory tool to engage communities in evaluating and enhancing the safety of
public spaces, thereby promoting inclusivity and reducing gender-based violence. 

MFF has conducted PSAs with adolescents and informal workers to assess the safety of public
spaces. These audits aimed to address concerns related to sexual harassment in public spaces
and contribute to community knowledge about safe/unsafe spaces.

https://metrac.org/content/user_files/2023/10/METRAC-Safety-Audit-Resource-Kit.pdf
https://metrac.org/content/user_files/2023/10/METRAC-Safety-Audit-Resource-Kit.pdf
https://www.endvawnow.org/en/articles/262-ask-questions-about-womens-safety-in-the-city.html


Why conduct Participatory Safety
Audits (PSAs) in Panipat schools?

MFF has been working on issues related to violence against women and girls for the past nine
years through its flagship programme, Kadam Badhate Chalo (KBC). KBC represents a unique
collaboration among adolescents, the community, civil society, and administrative systems to
drive collective action against sexual and gender-based violence. 

Co-designed and co-implemented with adolescent leaders, KBC supports young adolescents in
discovering their inner potential, acquiring skills, and developing their voice and agency to take
collective action to counter sexual and gender-based violence in their lives. 

During a problem-mapping session in 2023 with adolescent girls, they openly shared the
problems they face regarding safety in their schools and communities. 

In 2018, the Participatory Safety Audit
(PSA) was conducted by the Martha
Farrell Foundation and its youth leaders
in six popular public places in Panipat
city, including Salaarganj Market, Mittal
Mega Mall, Tau Devi Lal Park, and
Panipat Museum. The audits,
conducted by 20 students from the
Government, ITI Panipat and five youth
leaders from Samalkha, showed that
these areas were very unsafe for
women and girls. Places like parks,
monuments, and markets had almost
no security, and the roads leading to
these places—streets, lanes, and alleys
—were found to be the most
dangerous. Women and girls faced
harassment on their way to work,
school, and even in public spaces like
parks and transport hubs like railway
stations. Many girls expressed concerns
about unusable and unhygienic school
toilets, the absence of sanitary pad
vending machines, and the lack of
proper garbage disposal facilities.

A lack of these necessities creates an environment where girls either refrain from using toilets at
school or avoid school altogether during their periods. These issues are not only an
inconvenience but also a direct hindrance to their education and health, perpetuating gender-
based inequities.

https://www.marthafarrellfoundation.org/uploads/pdf_files/1542882900_Youth%20for%20Safety%20of%20Women%20and%20Girls.pdf


20 PSAs in 20 schools
by 20 students and 
five youth leaders

Samalkha town
and across

Panipat district

students marked
safe and unsafe
spaces in their
schools across

district

To gain a deeper understanding of the safety concerns faced by adolescents in Panipat, PSAs were
conducted in 20 schools across Panipat city and Samalkha town. The audit focused on mapping safe
and unsafe spaces in and around the schools, allowing girls to express their concerns in an open
environment. Through this process, girls and boys identified specific areas where they felt vulnerable
to harassment or violence.



Key findings of the PSAs

 The PSAs aimed to:
Take into account the perception of adolescents going to schools on issues related to
violence against women in and around their schools.
Identify gaps in knowledge of the school administrations and the adolescents studying in
the schools about issues faced by adolescents leading to incidents of violence or making
them more vulnerable to violence. 
Provide a sense of ownership of the problems and processes involved in dealing with such
problems.
Document good practices for proper action.

For many of the girls, the PSAs provided the first opportunity to openly share their experiences
of feeling unsafe in public spaces and within their schools. Their voices highlighted a reality that
remains largely unaddressed by school administrations, police, sarpanch and various other
stakeholders. 

For the boys, the PSAs provided them an opportunity to assess areas as safe and unsafe,
keeping a gender-based violence lens in mind, which helped them add to their knowledge and
understanding of areas which are prone to sexual harassment. It also enhanced their
understanding of what their classmates face. This served as a space for both adolescent boys
and girls to share and learn from each other’s experiences. Since most of them, even after
studying in the same class, never even talk to each other. 

Many public roads and transit points were
frequently cited as unsafe by adolescents.
Girls reported that boys on bikes made
inappropriate comments and gestures.
Public gathering spots like bus stops, auto
stands, chaupals and markets were also
highlighted as unsafe, due to loitering boys
and the frequent presence of intoxicated
men. Some of them shared that these areas
are mostly closed, but during weddings, men
stare at women, dance to vulgar songs, and
make inappropriate comments. Some
adolescents shared that even outside the
Sarpanch’s house they do not feel safe. They
shared that during the day, elderly men play
cards at the Sarpanch's house.

UNSAFE AREAS
Public roads and transit points



The area outside school gates was described as particularly unsafe. Passersby frequently
gathered to harass the students, especially girls, either by following them or making lewd
remarks. This was prevalent at a lot of schools, and many adolescent girls shared their
experiences of facing sexual harassment in front of their schools. Several adolescent girls
reported feeling unsafe within the schools, due to facing constant sexual harassment.  

“Kai baar aadmi aur ladke mahilaon ko dekh kar, jaan boojh kar kehte hain “begum aa
gayi!” Bahut sare log toh nashe mein baithe hote hai, aati-jaati mahilaon ko ghoorte hain
aur aankh maar kar gande-gande ishare karte rehte hain.” (Often men and boys look at
women and pass comments such as, “Begum has come!” Most men and boys would be drunk
and they would stare at the women, catcall them, and make obscene gestures.)

“Humare Haryana mein ek kahawat bhi hai ki sanskaari gharo ki mahilaye kabhi
panchayat mein nahi jati hai. Isliye, aurtein vahan aati bhi nahi hai zyada, aur safe bhi nahi
hota.” (There is a saying in our Haryana that women from cultured families never go to the
panchayat. That's why women don't go there much, and it's not safe either.) 

Educational institutions 

“Kaafi saare schools ke ladke school ki chhutti ke samay ladkiyon ke school ke bahar aake
khade ho jaate hain. Wahan ladkiyon ka peecha karte hain, comment marte hai, apna number
aur Insta ID ladkiyon ko dete hain. Saare kharab kharab harakaten karte hain.”  (A lot of boys
from various schools stand outside girls' schools after school gets over. They follow the girls, make
comments, give their phone numbers and Instagram IDs to the girls, and engage in all sorts of
inappropriate behaviour.) 

The girls noted that boys in the school harass girls by singing inappropriate songs, teasing them,
making derogatory comments, and engaging in physical harassment. During break time, many
unruly boys gather in the street, follow girls on bikes, and make inappropriate comments. The
environment is unsafe, with instances of verbal and physical fights among the boys, and the
harassment of girls. 



“Sabhi ladke aur aadmi unke school ke bahar khade rehte hain chhutti hone par unhe stare
karte hain aur kai tarah ke gande gande comment karte hain - “chalegi kya,” “apni insta id
de de,” “kya haal hai, setting kar le mere saath.” Unhe aise aise bolte hain aur bike lekar
unke ghar tak peechha bhi karte hain.” (Boys and men stand outside the schools and stare at
[the girls] when school gets over. They make all kinds of inappropriate comments like, 'Will you
come with me?' 'Give me your Instagram ID,' 'How are you? Let's set something up,' and they
say such things while following them on bikes to their homes.) 

Verbal harassment and stalking were commonly reported. Many girls mentioned that boys
would offer gifts, make catcalls, and even follow them home. One girl shared, “While returning
from school on my cycle, a boy followed me to my house. My father had to confront him, but
the harassment continued for days”. 

HARASSMENT AND THREATS 

Ladkiyon ki school ki chutti ke samay yahan bahut
saare aas paas ke gaanv aur hamare gaanv ke
ladke, ladkiyon ko dekhne ke liye aakar khade ho
jaate hain. (When school ends, many boys from
nearby villages, as well as boys from our village, come
and stand outside the school to watch the girls.)

Auto wale bhi apni auto mein baithakar sharaab
peete hain, ladkiyon ko jaanbujh kar haath lagte
hain, aur auto stand par aane wali ladkiyon ke haath
pakad kar unko apne auto mein baithne ke liye bolte
hain. (Auto drivers sit in their autos and drink alcohol.
They deliberately touch girls and grab their hands at
the auto stand, forcing them to sit in their autos.) 

Areas around liquor shops were marked as particularly dangerous. Drunk men were a persistent
threat, and these spaces became hotspots for harassment. 

DRUGS AND ALCOHOL USE



SANITATION,
INFRASTRUCTURE 
AND TRANSPORTATION
ISSUES

Several schools had inadequate infrastructure,
such as broken washroom doors and no access
to clean water or dustbins. Girls noted that they
frequently avoided using school restrooms,
especially during menstruation, and preferred
going home instead​. Most girls shared that they
avoid coming to school during menstruation, as
there is no access to toilets. Some of them
shared that they wait till school gets over to go
back home and use toilets. They shared that
there are multiple common bathrooms with
small walls between them, allowing partial
visibility from outside and within the school.
Thus, there is a constant fear of being seen by
others while using the bathroom, which also
impacts their daily water consumption. Some of
them shared that they don’t drink water
throughout the day, since they do not want to
use the toilets. They also shared that there is a
lack of cleanliness in the bathrooms, and an
absence of essentials like soap and dustbins. 

“Nashedi ladke kheton mein chhupe baithe rehte hain aur vahin par smack, drugs lete hain,
aur agar uss sadak se koi ladka bike lekar jaye toh uske bike ko rukva kar uske chaabi
cheen lete hain aur uske saath maar pith karte hain. Ladkiyo ko dekh kar unn par comment
marte hain, aur ladkiyon ko humesha khatra rehta hai aise raasto se nikalne mein.” (Addict
boys hide in the fields and take smack and drugs there. If any boy rides his bike down that road,
they stop his bike, snatch the keys, and beat him. They also make comments on the girls when
they see them, and girls are always at risk while passing through such routes.)

addict boys making an
unsafe environment for

girls and other boys

Begum 
aagayi !



Religious sites
Religious sites such as temples were considered moderately safe, though girls reported that
safety largely depended on the time of day. During festivals, the situation deteriorated due to
large crowds​, and adolescents shared that they felt unsafe in the temples and outside other
religious places as well. 

“Tyoharon ke time bheed bahut zyada hoti hai, tab mujhe aur zyada asurakshit mehsoos
hota hai. Uss waqt chhedkhani ka dar zyada lagta hai, khaaskar jab mai ghar lautti hoon.
Ladkon ke group jama hokar hungama karte hain, to aur darr lagta hai, akele jana safe nahi
lagta.” I feel unsafe during festival seasons because of the large crowds. Those times make me
feel more vulnerable to facing sexual harassment, especially when leaving. The groups of boys
gathering and creating chaos make it even scarier, and I don’t feel safe walking alone.

Safe areas
Girls reported feeling safe at home or in familiar surroundings such as their classrooms in
schools or when visiting nearby shops during the daytime. However, even homes were not
universally safe, as some girls reported experiencing harassment by relatives. 

Many of them shared that being in larger groups, or accompanied by at least one friend or an
elder, significantly reduced their sense of vulnerability. They expressed that travelling alone
increased their fears, as it made them feel more vulnerable and more susceptible to unwanted
attention or harassment. The presence of someone not only provided them with reassurance
and safety from physical threats but also emotional security. 

“Yahaan bathroom mein sabhi deewaron par gandi gandi galiyan likhi hui hai aur ladke-
ladkiyon ke private body parts ke naam likhe hue hain. Safai, pani ki koi vyavastha nahi
hai, aur kundi bhi toote hue the, aur kuch bathroom mein partition bana hua tha.” (Here, all
the walls in the bathroom had filthy abuses written on them, along with the names of boys' and
girls' private body parts. There is no arrangement for cleanliness or water, and the latches are
broken. Some bathrooms had barely any partitions in between.) 

“Humare schools ke bathroom mea, paani ki koi vyavstha nahi hai aur deewar itni neechi
hai ki ladke asaani se andar se jhaank sakte hai. Hum school ke bathroom ko use karne se
bachte hai. Koshish karte hai zaroorat hi na pade.” (There is no water arrangement in the
toilets, and the walls are so low that boys can easily peek inside. We prefer not to use the school
toilets at all,” one girl explained​.)

MODERATELY SAFE AREAS



With support from the MFF team, the adolescents felt a safe space and were also empowered
to share their solutions confidently with the school authorities. By accompanying the
adolescents during these interactions, the MFF team helped bridge communication gaps
between both the students as well as the school authorities. 

Some of the recommendations made by the adolescents to the schools included: 

Improving school infrastructure: The adolescents shared that schools should build taller
boundary walls, ensure washrooms were better maintained, and install CCTV cameras to
monitor entrances and washroom areas. There should be water and cleanliness in the
bathroom, along with a dustbin. Common toilets should be separated with a roof and doors.
All roofs of the toilets and door handles which are broken should be fixed immediately.

Community sensitisation: The adolescents shared that
gender sensitisation programmes should be organised for
boys and the community to address behaviours
contributing to harassment. As one group of girls stated,
“No matter what infrastructure changes you make unless
the mindset of boys changes, nothing will improve.”​
CCTV installation and police patrolling: The adolescents
shared that surveillance cameras should be installed
within and near schools, bus stops, and other public areas
where harassment is rampant. Regular police patrolling
around school dismissal times would reduce the threat of
harassment. They suggested a ban on gathering outside
the gate during school holidays and after school gets
over. CCTV cameras should be installed at auto stands,
and there should be a police presence.

Prohibit public drinking: The adolescents shared that liquor shops near schools should be
closed or relocated. Restrictions should be imposed on public drinking, and heavy fines
should be levied on those found loitering and harassing girls.
Formulating functional Child Protection Committees:   A common recommendation from
adolescents was that schools should establish child protection committees (CPCs) where
students can report incidents of harassment or inappropriate behaviour. They also
recommended that these committees should work closely with the adolescents and the
school authorities to ensure immediate action​ in their villages. They shared that the CPC
should have students as part of the committees so that the students feel comfortable
approaching the CPC, in case of any problem. 

CREATING SAFE SPACES

The experiences of safe and unsafe spaces were collectively shared with adolescent boys. It
gave adolescent girls a safe space where they could openly express their experiences of
violence with each other and with adolescent boys for the first time. During the PSAs,
adolescents not only identified the problems faced but also collectively thought of the solutions
to address these concerns. They discussed the importance of involving relevant stakeholders,
such as school authorities, in these discussions so that action can be taken on these problems. 



Through Participatory Safety Audits (PSAs) and the sharing of PSA findings, a conducive space
was created for the adolescents to openly express their concerns. This process also ensured
that school authorities and relevant stakeholders took accountability. The students actively
engaged with the school authorities by providing them with insights. The authorities were
compelled to take actions that addressed the safety and infrastructural issues raised. The
collective process which was done by PSAs played a crucial role by making schools more
responsive to the needs of their students. 

Several schools prioritised improving toilet infrastructure to enhance safety and hygiene.
Government Senior Secondary School, Namunda, constructed four new toilets, while
Government Girls Senior Secondary School, Chulkana, Government Senior Secondary
School, Kiwana, Dhodpur, Machhroli, and Government Senior Secondary School (Boys),
Sewah, all inspected and repaired their toilet facilities, ensuring better hygiene and accessibility
for all the students.

To strengthen security measures, four schools sought increased police presence. They
requested regular PCR patrols and assigned teachers for vigilant monitoring during school
dismissal times to prevent incidents and ensure student safety. Some teachers decided to
monitor the school gates in the morning and at dismissal time. Sessions to address behavioural
issues were planned for all the school students. Different dismissal times were planned for the
girls and boys, where the girls would leave 10 minutes early.

Government schools in Kiwana, Dhodpur, Narayana and Machhroli introduced regular
counselling sessions for students and some sessions specific to boys as well, focusing on
promoting positive behavioural changes and addressing issues of misconduct.

Several schools took additional proactive steps to improve physical safety by raising their
boundary walls, while Government Senior Secondary School, Narayna and Government
Senior Secondary School (Boys), Sewah advocated for the installation of security cameras
within the schools. In government school Narayna, the inappropriate graffiti in the school
washrooms was painted all over, since it was a concern raised by the adolescents.

The Sarpanch in Machhroli assigned people to monitor unsafe areas. Government Senior
Secondary School, Namunda, further engaged the community through a street play to raise
awareness about student safety.

Different dismissal times were implemented in Government Senior Secondary School, Kiwana,
Government Senior Secondary School, Namunda, Government Senior Secondary School,
Dhodpur, and Government Senior Secondary School, Machhroli to reduce crowding during
dismissal times and reduce the risks faced by girls getting sexually harassed. 



The Participatory Safety Audits (PSAs) brought to light the harsh realities that many
adolescents face every day. For the adolescent girls, it was the first time they could openly
share their fears and experiences of feeling unsafe, both within their schools and in the
surrounding areas. For the boys, it was an eye-opening experience that helped them recognise
unsafe spaces through a gender-sensitive lens and better understand what their classmates
face. It also served as a platform for the adolescents to be able to speak to each other for the
first time. 

The findings made it clear that unsafe spaces are not limited to the streets or outside school
gates, but they extend into the systems of schools, which make it unsafe for the girls.
infrastructural deficits, such as broken washroom facilities and low boundary walls, exacerbate
vulnerabilities. 

However, the root causes of harassment and gender-based violence stem from deep-seated
societal attitudes and behaviours. Many girls emphasised that improvements in physical
infrastructure are necessary, but steps must be taken to change the mindsets of the community
and the boys studying in their schools as well. 

The PSA process facilitates a platform for the participants to not only express their concerns but
also to be able to find solutions and advocate for action to bring change. PSAs are not merely a
tool for assessing safety, but a powerful catalyst for community-driven change. They bridge the
gap between lived experiences and actionable solutions, empowering those most affected to
lead the change. When communities collaborate to co-create solutions based on PSA findings,
the impact goes beyond physical safety, which is visible in all schools.

Conclusion

Installation of CCTV cameras

Formation of Child Protection Committees 

Increasing the height of school
boundary walls



Martha Farrell Foundation 
42 Tughlakabad Institutional Area, New Delhi 110062

Phone: +91 7982640139,
info@marthafarrellfoundation.org

@marthafarrellfoundation

@marthafarrellfoundation @foundationMf

@marthafarrellfoundation


