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Perceptions of gender based violence around public toilets in Mumbai slums

Introduction

In developing countries, urbanisation results in the formation of slums, characterised

by environmental degradation, lack of provision of water and sanitation, lack of

access to affordable energy, and dilapidated housing stock (McFarlane 2008).

Gender related vulnerability around use of sanitation and toilet facilities in developing

countries, especially India, is well documented (SHARE 2014, Gershenson and

Penner 2009, Molotch and Noren 2010). The lack of rudimentary toilet access and

the insecurity women face in accessing sanitation and relieving oneself in the open

are serious issues and have recently been the subject of much public discussion in

India (Chakrabarty 2015). The topic has drawn the attention of the Indian Prime

Minister, whose call for a ‘Clean India’ envisions the construction of millions of public

toilets in India for women (The Guardian, 2014). Lack of resources and high

population densities combined with space constraints imply many low-income

communities only have access to public toilets in lieu of household individual

facilities (Elledge and McClathchey 2013). Women in slums bear the brunt of

inadequate infrastructure provision resulting in reduced well-being (Parikh, Kun,

Parikh, McRobie and George 2015). With slum population rapidly increasing in

countries such as India there is a need to address infrastructure provision to ensure

the security and well-being of women. However, the lack of clarity on land tenure and

complex community dynamics pose challenges for the construction and maintenance

of public toilets and collection of tariffs to ensure cleanliness and security (Elledge

and McClathchey 2013).
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There is robust evidence to show that poor urban Indian women who access

communal public toilets are more vulnerable to physical and sexual violence not only

in rural areas but in urban spaces as well (Viswanath and Mehrotra 2007, Srinivasan

2015). Arguably, communal facilities such as public toilets, if not well sited and

properly designed, facilitate gender based crimes such as eve teasingi, assault, and

rape (Jagori and UN Women 2011, House, Ferron, Sommer and Cavill 2014),

potentially acting as crime generators. Factors such as inadequate provision of basic

sanitation, lack of lighting, and lack of police presence in slums have been

highlighted as facilitators for violence against women in slums in third world countries

(Lennon 2011; Amnesty International 2010, Gosling, Irvine, Schechtman and

Velleman 2012, Viswanath and Mehrotra 2007). However, there is lack of research

on the specific urban planning features such as approach roads, adequate lighting,

access to and use of public toilets that are potentially risky and either attract or

facilitate crimes against women.

This paper contributes to the scant literature on women’s experiences and

perspectives on public toilets (Afacan and Gurel 2014, McFarlane 2008) by

examining users’ perspectives in two slum areas of Mumbai, a large metropolitan

Indian city. According to the Census of India, 2011, slum households constitute

41.3% of total urban households in the Municipal Corporation of Greater Mumbai

who rank access to water and toilet facilities as among the most important issues

they face (Graham, Desai and McFarlane 2013).

Situational aspects of insecurity around public toilets
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Inadequate number of toilet seats, poor maintenance combined with inadequate

water supply, and absence of electricity are a feature of public toilets in slums in

Mumbai (MDHR 2009). Specifically, poor or inadequate lighting in public toilets give

rise to feelings of insecurity and fear of being attacked (Afacan and Gurel 2014).

Previous studies on sanitation and toilet provision in slums have identified difficulties

faced by women and children due to restricted or limited access to facilities (Risbud

2003, Lennon 2011) and have highlighted the resulting insecurity in the form of

women often experiencing verbal, physical and sexual assaults (Jagori and UN

Women 2011). Overall, improper siting of toilets, unsafe approach roads to access

public facilities (Lennon 2011), poor maintenance in the form of broken doors and

windows, missing locks, absence of lighting, poor approach to the toilet and lack of

guardianship have been identified as factors facilitating crimes against women

(SHARE 2014, Afacan and Gurel 2014, House et al 2014, UN Water 2015).

Identified factors contributing to gender based violence around public toilets in the

literature suggest that some of the explanations for this crime are anchored in the

Routine Activities Theory. This place-based explanation suggests that crimes occur

at the conjunction between a motivated offender and a suitable target, in the

absence of capable guardians (Cohen and Felson 1979). Consequently, a situational

crime prevention approach seeks to reduce crime by reducing opportunities to

commit specific crimes (Clarke 1995). In order to make crime prevention

recommendations, it is essential to analyse situational conditions that facilitate or

generate crimes that are context specific. Prevention then involves manipulating the

environment to reduce opportunities and increase the risk of committing crime, either

by hardening the target, i.e. making it more secure, or by increasing guardianship

(Clarke 1995). Therefore, it is important to identify particular situational factors
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existing in slum areas around different types of toilets that could be potentially

criminogenic. Further, it is also important from a prevention perspective to elicit the

views and suggestions of community members in order to generate organic solutions

to improve security around public toilets in these settlements. Therefore, the primary

aims of this research were to understand the experience and perception of insecurity

around public toilets, identify sources of that insecurity, and recommend possible

solutions to the problem.

The research focuses on understanding women’s perspectives on quality and

provision of sanitation facilities in informal settlements and their views and

experience of crime and insecurity around use of public toilets. Different types of

public toilets are usually distinguished on the basis of who owns, constructs and/or

manages them. Responsibility for constructing and or maintaining them can rest with

the local government, housing development corporation, NGOs, community groups,

private contractors or a combination of two or more of the above (Burra et al 2003,

Tomlinson 2015). However, we found that the toilets differed also in terms of

physical structure, size and location. The paper focuses on investigating whether

fear of crime and insecurity is related to perceptions and experiences of crime,

and/or, are alternatively rooted in situational factors such as siting, specific structure,

access, provision of water, electric supply, and other security features of different

kinds of public toilets in these settlements.

Methodology

Research sites
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The official definition of a slum household is “a group of individuals living under the

same roof lacking one or more of the conditions” which include- ‘access to improved

water, to sanitation facilities; no overcrowding, structural durability of buildings, and

security of tenure’ (UNHABITAT's definition of slums, 2003: 18, emphasis in original).

Risbud (2003) reports that nearly 73 percent of slum dwellers in Mumbai use

communal toilet facilities provided by the government, 28 percent defecate in the

open and only one percent own individual toilets and less than one percent use pay

per use toilets provided by NGOs. Choice of slum areas for this research was

dictated by the fact that three authors were already involved in outreach work in

these areas and had good community contacts. Although admittedly, areas selected

were in more affluent areas of the city and therefore not representative of the poorest

living conditions. Nonetheless, households surveyed fitted into the criteria identified

by UN Habitat.

The two informal settlements identified were Dharavi and Nehru Nagar in Mumbai.

Half of Mumbai’s population i.e. 9 million people live in densely populated slums

settlements covering only five percent of the land area (World Bank 2009) where

public toilets are the prime sanitation option (World Bank and WSP, 2006). Dharavi,

home to over a million inhabitants, is spread over 175 hectares of land and is in the

heart of the city near the international airport. Ownership of prime real estate land is

highly fragmented between state government agencies, local authority and private

ownership (Bapat and Agarwal 2003). One of the main reasons for inadequate

provision of toilet facilities by the Municipal Corporation is due to disputes with land

owners who are unwilling to give permission for fear that it would legitimate these

settlements (Burra et al 2003).
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Nehru Nagar, situated in the affluent western suburb of Juhu in Mumbai has been in

existence for over 60 years. It has a population of approximately 36000, 40 percent

of which is female, and has over 6000 dwellings. It is a fairly settled community

comprising of original migrants from other parts of the country. Typically, the

settlement also has a small rolling population of male migrant labourers who come to

Mumbai in search of livelihood each year. Most employment is either in unskilled or

semi-skilled jobs such as private security, driving and domestic help. Nehru Nagar is

home to some small scale, labour intensive industrial establishments producing

ready-made garments and wooden products. Like most other informal settlements,

Nehru Nagar also has poor infrastructure and sanitation facilities. The settlement

covering approximately one square acre has 6 large public toilets. It has one main

arterial road that is poorly maintained, with narrow by-lanes spanning a couple of

feet.

Research Design and Instrument

It is well-documented that women in slums rarely report crimes to the police, either

due to fear or lack of access (Jagori and UN Women 2011). Since it is no secret that

official reported crime figures do not reflect actual experience of crime, the ‘dark

figure of crime’ is estimated through victim surveys (Skogan 1977). In the absence of

official or secondary data, we adopted primary data collection in the form of

household surveys, as the best method to gather information about women’s

experience of violence around public toilets in urban informal settlements as well as

their perception of insecurity around sanitation provision in urban informal

settlements. Additionally, focus group discussions and semi-structured interviews



9

with stake holders were conducted to get a first-hand perspective on the issues

identified via the surveys.

The research instrument was created by the first two authors, piloted and tested in

the slum areas on community workers and was refined and recrafted in consultation

with all the authors and community workers1. The comprehensive research

instrument consisting of 76 items was grouped into 10 themes covering demographic

information, toilet provision, maintenance, usage, perception of and experience of

crime, perceptions of perpetrators, and response to victimisation, health impact and

suggestions for improving security.

Training and Conducting the Research

A total of 142 household face-to-face surveys were conducted in the identified slum

areas (roughly 50 % from each) with the help of community and case workers and

researchers, who were identified and co-opted by co-authors and the local

organisations they represented2. The survey instrument was administered to every

fifth house around seven identified toilet sites (four in one and three in the other) of

the two slum areas. The first two authors along with key case workers visited all

seven toilet sites and took photographs. The selected toilets were a mixture of toilets

with or without caretakers; toilets sited either to cater for particular lanes, ward

blocks, or on the main road; toilets built by the community, the BMC (Bombay

Municipal Corporation), or by social service or private organisations.

Training was provided to local community workers and researchers selected to

administer the survey instrument. The survey was piloted on key case workers,

1 Questionnaire available on request.

2 SNEHA and SP Jain Institute of Management Research.
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refined, and then translated into the local language. Topics covered in the survey

ranged from provision of sanitation facilities, design and location of toilets,

experience of violence, health related problems and possible solutions to reduce fear

and experience of crime around toilets. The first and second authors conducted two

focus group discussions (FGD) with women residents in the two urban informal

settlements and 6 individual semi-structured interviews with stakeholders including

toilet caretakers, local political leaders and community workers. The FGDs and

interviews were transcribed by the first two authors and analysed thematically in line

with the survey themes, to scaffold the survey findings.

Description of the sample

Of the total women surveyed (N=142), 65 percent of women were between the age

of 18-37 years with only five women being over 60 years of age. A large majority of

women (83%) reported that they were married, while only 22 percent had some form

of employment. A majority of respondents were literate and had some formal

education with only 12 percent of the women sampled reported receiving no formal

education. Just under three quarters (72%) of women surveyed in both slum areas

perceived that they were part of a settled community – furthermore, over 78 percent

of the respondents had lived at the same address for over ten years and claimed to

‘own’ii their properties. The slum areas in focus were not the poorest as evidenced by

the fact that only seven percent of the respondents reported their monthly household

expenditure being less that INR 5000 (approximately £50).

Findings

Toilet Facilities and Usage
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A great majority of respondents [over 92% (N=142)] said they used public toilets and

the remaining had their own private toilet facilities. It was interesting to note that

none of the respondents reported open defecation, although in some cases, we

observed children defecating in the open area around the public toilets.

Approximately 95 percent of respondents said that toilet facilities were less than 500

metres away from their dwelling, 67 percent of whom reported it as being in the

vicinity of less than 100 metres. An overwhelming majority (88%) of women surveyed

reported that toilets were cleaned daily or twice every day. Our findings, confined to

specific parts of the slum areas, were an improvement on earlier findings on public

toilets in slums, where provision was non-existent or at best minimal and was often

unusable (Bapat and Agarwal 2003, Kumar Karn and Harada 2002).

According to the survey, all public toilets were ‘pukka’ (permanent) structures made

of bricks and cement, with a proper roof, doors and windows. Access to toilets was

either paved, or by means of brick or tar roads as reported by 95 percent of

respondents. Over 86 percent reported that toilets had doors and working locks

which were fairly regularly repaired as necessary. Toilets reportedly also had

windows and a proper roof. However, there was no mention of special toilet facilities

to account for requirements of age or disability. This lack of provision of public toilets

accounting for age and disability and its absence from public discourse is not

uncommon even in developed countries (Serlin 2010).

Close to 65 percent of women surveyed said that they had 24-hour access to public

toilets while the remaining said they that restricted hours for toilet use. Nearly 91

percent of women visited the toilets alone and 59 percent women reported that they

visited the toilet only once a day and the remaining reported usage from between 2-4
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times a day. Maximum usage was between daylight hours of 8 am and 12 noon

(64%), and minimum during the period 8 pm to 4 am (10%) indicating that women

appeared to take precautions and reduce risk by limiting usage to daylight hours or

times when there would be enough public presence to ensure some incidental

guardianship around the toilets making them ‘safer spaces’ (Viswanath and Mehrotra

2007).

Eighty percent of women surveyed reported that there were equal number of

cubicles for men and women and the remaining respondents either did not know or

reported existence of more cubicles for men. Most lane toilets had unisex cubicles in

Nehru Nagar. The survey also showed that since almost all female children and a

fifth of male children use women’s cubicles, clearly women are disadvantaged in the

provision of toilet facilities. This is not unique to India, since public toilets in many

countries, both developed and developing, reflect discrimination in terms of gender,

age and disability (Anthony and Dufresne 2007).

Provision of Water, Electricity and Maintenance:

Although 92 percent of those surveyed said that there was continuous electric

supply, nearly three quarters of respondents reported that toilets were lit by only one

bulb – a finding echoed by interviewees and focus group participants. A majority of

women (81%) reported that the route to the toilets was illuminated, but only over half

(56%) reported that the area around the individual cubicles was lit at night. There

was a distinction between lighting facilities around cubicles in both slums with 80

percent of respondents in Dharavi reporting the presence of lighting (usually one

light bulb) versus only 30 percent of respondents in Nehru Nagar.
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A majority (67%) of women reported that the toilets received regular BMC water

supply. However, participants in the FGD discussed the lack of continuous water

supply in toilets. Women reported that they had to carry water from home, or contend

with locked toilets when there was no water supply. Although reportedly the toilets

had near continuous BMC water supply, one interviewee said,

“On some days, when there is no water supply, the caretakers just lock the

toilets and go away. How are we supposed to manage? People still have to

use the toilets, don’t they?” (Interviewee 1)

Another FGD participant said, “The caretakers often ask us to bring buckets of water

from our house – that is so difficult” (FGD1). Often, this resulted in acrimony

according to this interviewee who said,

“There is often friction between ladies and the caretakers because these

ladies don’t pay easily. Women fight back by saying if you are not allowing us

use of water then why should we pay?” (Interviewee 1).

It was interesting to note that the survey did not actually pick up on the problems

associated with water supply to the toilets but FGDs and interviewees dwelt on this

issue in some detail.

Interviewees, including the caretaker, indicated that continuous water supply could

only be ensured by offering bribes to public officials and that this was an added

expense for the contractors. Interviewee 5 said that all toilets had illegal water

connections. In his experience BMC did not provide legal connections on the

grounds that the settlement is illegal and therefore cannot be sanctioned a water

line. We were told that recently some public toilets have begun to augment their

water provision with bore wells.
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Participants in both FGDs said that the septic tank was rarely cleaned and that ‘the

toilets become messy and stink’. Another problem was frequent toilet blockage

because women disposed of sanitary products in the toilets or near the toilets. Lack

of appropriate sanitary product disposal was cited as a major problem for women in

slums – a finding that was echoed in a previous study (Anthony and Dufresne 2007).

Women participants in both the FGDs admitted that sometimes women themselves

created a situation of conflict with other users or the caretaker either through using

too much water or disposing sanitary products improperly. However, often this was

only because their legitimate needs were not met in the ordinary course of events.

Inadequate water supply and lack of sanitary disposal bins was a major problem

identified in the FGDs.

Role of Caretaker

Just under 70 percent respondents reported the presence of a caretaker for the

toilet. Only some respondents (N=89) gave more information on the type of

caretaker) as being mainly ‘paid official’ (40) and ‘on contract’ by private providers

(44) with only five people reporting that the caretaker was an unpaid volunteer. The

caretaker was expected to collect money, maintain order in the toilets, oversee

maintenance and cleanliness, besides also providing security to users. Clearly,

caretakers we spoke with were neither trained nor equipped to maintain order or

provide security and were often afraid for their own personal safety. One FGD1

member said, “They [caretakers] sometimes are so afraid that they lock the toilet and

go away because they are scared of having their money snatched during less busy

times”. Little or no attention has been paid to the role of the caretaker in the

literature.
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When respondents were asked how effective they thought the caretakers were, over

three quarters of respondents (78%) thought they were moderately or very effective

and only three percent thought they were ineffective. However, since we had not

specified the dimension on which effectiveness was measured, it was unclear which

of the following dimensions the respondents were referring to: maintaining security,

managing queues and efficient turnover, collecting payment, or overseeing

maintenance and cleanliness of the toilets. FGDs indicated that caretakers were

often unsympathetic and uninterested in anything beyond collecting money and keep

the users moving along. They were also often in conflict with women over water

usage and payments.

Interviewee 1 said that “the caretaker was responsible for women’s safety, if there

should be any incident of assault or eve teasing, the caretaker would first be beaten

up by the mob”. However, women in the FGD said that often caretakers themselves

made comments or “looked with dirty eyes” at young women visiting the toilet,

increasing their unease, echoing findings in other studies and cities in India

(Viswanath and Mehrotra 2007).

Insecurity and Experience of Crime

The survey and FGDs explored the actual experience of crime and women’s

perception of fear of crime around the use of public toilets. There were clear patterns

of differences in, both, experience and fear of crime, not only in the two slum areas,

but also around different types of toilets.

Experience and perception of Crime
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When asked about personal experience of any particular crime associated with use

of public toilets, nearly a fifth of the women surveyed (22%) reported being subject to

eve teasing, and another fifth (20%) to a variety of other crimes such as assault

(12%), robbery (8%), and indecent exposure (1.5%). However, interestingly a

majority (62%) of women reported that they had never experienced toilet related

crimes as can be seen in Figure 1 below.

Figure 1 about here

The biggest source of insecurity was ‘eve teasing’, that included whistling, passing

explicit comments, singing lewd songs, and inappropriate touching. There were no

reports of attempted rape or sexual assaults. The exact Fischer Test has been used

in this paper to compare and test significance of differences for categorical data in

small data sets. Interestingly, the difference between the experience of eve teasing

and the perception of threat for respondents was significantly higher in Nehru Nagar

compared to Dharavi (exact Fischer Test value 0.00843<0.05). The reason for this

insecurity was not definitive but focus groups discussants suggested that the number

of migrant single men living in Nehru Nagar, who often hung around on the streets in

groups of twos or more, sometimes made it difficult for women to access public

toilets without being harassed in some way. This did not seem to be a problem to the

same extent in Dharavi.

Perception of insecurity

A large majority of women (91%) reported that they would visit the toilet alone and

not necessarily in the company of other women, indicating not only a high level of

confidence in their own ability but also expectation of security. Overall, 66 percent of

women reported they felt secure or very secure when using public toilets and about
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15 percent felt insecure while doing so. Figure 2 below indicates the patterns of

perception of crime in the two slum areas. While eve teasing was of greater concern

in Nehru Nagar, residents of Dharavi were more fearful of robbery. Overall, the levels

of concern about safety in Dharavi were lower than Nehru Nagar. A part of the

explanation for this difference might be greater confidence in the police as indicated

in findings to follow in the next section.

Figure 2 about here

The comparison between Figures 1 and 2 demonstrates that actual experience of

crime was much lower than fear of crime in both slum areas. However, focus group

participants (FGD1) narrated an isolated incident of a young child being raped on her

way to the toilet a few years ago which still haunted them collectively. Thus,

anecdotal evidence of past crimes continued to influence current perception of the

risk of crime occurring.

Siting of male and female facilities

Almost all toilets surveyed had adjacent cubicles for men and women. Women in

Dharavi have reported elsewhere that since the cubicles are sited together with no

wall separating the genders, often they are accosted by men who expose

themselves or make lewd comments or gestures at times when the toilets are

deserted and there are hardly any people around (typically in the afternoons)

(Daruwalla, Levy and Osrin 2015). On the other hand, siting women’s cubicles

separately, especially if they are located away from crowded spaces, reduces the

availability of guardianship in the form of passers-by and can potentially increase the

risk for lone women visiting the toilet.
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Another issue with siting male and female cubicles in one toilet block was uncovered

in an interview with a key stakeholder (local political representative). We were told

and visited one of the larger two-storied toilet blocks with 8-10 cubicles for women on

the ground floor and about 22-25 cubicles for men on ground and first floors.

Interviewee 2 observed that although private toilet providers were charging users a

high rate, they provided only two working taps for the women’s toilets on the ground

floor, a complaint echoed by women in the focus group (FGD 1). This particular

design also had security implications. We were told that men loitered in small groups

on the first floor of the toilet block and drank alcohol or gambled, increasing the

sense of insecurity for women using the toilets on the ground floor. Thus, perception

of security was linked not only to particular locations (lane or non-lane), but specific

structural designs of public toilets.

There is a need for further research on this topic before any definitive conclusion

can be reached with regards to guiding policy on siting of toilets in slums.

Sources of Insecurity

Respondents were offered a variety of options related to the physical environment of

public toilets to identify potential sources of insecurity. Findings indicated that

inadequate lighting was considered to be a source of insecurity by just under half of

our respondents. Interestingly, just over a quarter of the respondents did not

perceive any source of insecurity in the usage of public toilets as indicated in Table 1

below.

Table 1 about here
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Further, our analysis indicated that there were important differences in fear of crime

and perception of sources of insecurity based on the type of toilet and the actual

siting of male and female cubicles.

Lane versus non-lane toilets

Our analysis indicated clear differences in the experience and fear of crime between

two main types of public toilets– large public toilets with multiple cubicles sited on the

main roads and crossings and small unisex toilets with two or three cubicles catering

to select families within a lane and sited typically at the end of the lane to toilets

Those toilets within the lanes will be referred to as ‘lane toilets’ herewith.

After visiting the sites, our working hypothesis was that lane toilets would be safer

than the non-lane larger public toilets, since access was limited to families living in

the lane and there would be adequate guardianship to ensure appropriate behaviour.

However, the results for both Nehru Nagar and Dharavi indicated that respondents

perceived lane toilets to be at higher risk for crimes such as rape, violent assault and

property crime such as robbery. In Dharavi, respondents using lane toilets also felt

that eve teasing was a challenge (Table 2). Although the experience of crime in lane

toilets was not much higher than non lane toilets, the perception of risk was

considerably higher for some crimes in lane toilets which nullifies the hypothesis of

lane toilets encouraging appropriate behaviour.

Table 2 about here

Lack of lighting was perceived to be a source of insecurity by users of lane toilets in

both communities. In Nehru Nagar over half of lane toilet users (55%) cited

inadequate lighting and a third (31%) cited unsafe citing of toilets as sources of

insecurity. In Dharavi, a third (30%) of lane toilet users cited inadequate lighting and
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lack of police support as sources of insecurity as can be seen in Table 2 above.

Another explanation was provided by FGD participants who said that often lanes are

deserted during daytime working hours and a determined offender is able to prey on

lone women without risk of being caught.

The sample size of respondents using lane toilets was very small and hence it was

not possible to establish significance of test results. Future work should include

interviewing a larger sample of lane toilet users to unpack this phenomenon.

Suggestions for improving security

The Routine Activities Theory approach suggests crime prevention solutions should

address environmental conditions to reduce criminogenic opportunities. While the

five situational crime preventions mechanismsiii may be generic, their application has

to be tweaked to suit particular situational conditions (Cornish and Clarke 2003).

Accordingly, our research indicated that the range and patterns of distribution of

suggestions to improve security around public toilets were quite different in the two

slum investigated as shown in Figure 3. It is interesting to note that the support for

most factors was stronger in Dharavi as compared to Nehru Nagar, except for ‘the

need for increased awareness’ around safer use of public toilets. This difference

could potentially have three explanations: firstly, it might be an artefact of the

research process and differences in the research team which encouraged

respondents to make more selections in Dharavi as compared to Nehru Nagar;

secondly, it might be indicative of the fact that women in Dharavi were more vocal

and had firmer opinions on this issue compared to their counterparts in Nehru Nagar;

and finally, it could also be an indirect indicator of overall better levels of satisfaction
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with public toilet provision in Nehru Nagar as compared to Dharavi. Future research

could be shaped around testing these hypotheses.

Figure 3 about here

The importance of adequate lighting in and around public toilets was highlighted

when the overwhelming majority of respondents reported that better lighting outside

the toilets and inside the cubicles would improve perception of security. In particular,

over 90 percent of respondents in Dharavi and 72 percent in Nehru Nagar noted that

improved lighting outside toilets would improve security of public toilets. The next

most popular measures were provision of a 24-hour caretaker for the toilet (81

percent in Dharavi and 52 percent in Nehru Nagar), followed by better water supply

and cleaning facilities (89 % in Dharavi and 30 % in Nehru Nagar). Despite evidence

from other research, and our interviews and FGDs raising security concerns about

the siting of male and female cubicles together, only a third of respondents felt that

separate siting of cubicles would improve their perception of security.

Only 17 percent of respondents felt that mobile phones had a role to play in

improving security. When asked whether carrying a mobile phone would result in a

positive impact (improved security) or negative impact (theft), 43 percent of

respondents thought carrying a mobile phone while using the public toilet would

make you more secure and 13 percent thought it would increase vulnerability.

Among a variety of measures to improve security, 26 women thought carrying a

mobile phone would be an effective option, among others.

It was interesting to note that overall, nearly 92 percent women said they would

report a crime to someone and half of all respondents said they would report it
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specifically to the police. However, respondents were significantly far more likely to

report to the police in Dharavi than in Nehru Nagar as seen in Figure 4 below.

Figure 4 about here

In both slums together, over three quarters of women indicated that they would

report the incident to their family, nearly half of them said the family or community

leaders would hand the perpetrator over to the police station. This indicated a

surprisingly high level of communication with the police, although it is not clear

whether the police then recorded these incidents or informally resolved the situation.

This finding is in some contrast with previous studies where informal settlement

dwellers and women in general have exhibited little or no faith in police support

(Gosling et al, Massey 2011, Jagori and UN Women 2011). Part of the explanation

might be due to the fact that there is police presence in the form of a police chowki

and a police station in the Dharavi area whereas Nehru Nagar does not have a

similar level of police presence. Interviewee 1 said that community members were

very vigilant and protective of their womenfolk – all volunteers were aware that if

there was any untoward incident, they were to immediately inform the Beat Marshall

from the police chowki, who would be there in no time. The interviewee himself had

all the contact numbers for the police officers because he was on the police

committee. Discussions with case workers and focus group participants indicated the

important role that NGOs play in working closely with women in slums and in

empowering them to access police services in situations of violence.

Further, we suggest that perhaps the experiment of setting up of ‘police panchayats’

(made up of a majority of female residents and 1 police officer) in several slum areas

including Dharavi, in around 2003-2006 (Roy et al 2004), might have been
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responsible for the high levels of engagement with the police in Dharavi. These

‘police panchayats’ were set up in recognition of the fact that women are

disproportionately larger victims of crime and in order to increase police

accountability in slum areas. While the police would like to believe that such

arrangements make slum residents more confident about using police services when

needed (Roy et al 2004), the difference in respondent willingness to engage with the

police in the two slum areas could be indicative of the fact that these structures have

bridged the gap that is traditionally said to exist between the police and slum

dwellers to some extent and provides a way for informal resolution of disputes or

conflicts. The working and legacy of these police panchayats is an area of further

research in ensuring women’s security in public places.

Seventy percent of respondents in Dharavi thought more police patrols would

increase public safety of toilets. It is interesting to note that a majority of these were

from Dharavi – a difference that was statistically significant (exact Fischer Test value

0.002561<0.05) indicating again the difference between the way women in Dharavi

perceived that the police made them feel safer (even if such confidence was

misguided)iv. A systematic review of evidence has indicated that police patrols by

themselves, when implemented without thought or a problem oriented focused

approach, have an insignificant impact on crime prevention (Weisburd 2004).

Nonetheless, mere police presence continues to be considered effective in popular

perception. This was indirectly reflected in the findings when only a small proportion

of respondents’ (17%) reported feeling unsafe as a result of lack of police patrols, a

greater proportion (see Figure 4) suggested that increased police presence would

improve perception of security.



24

A majority of respondents (82%) felt that community interventions would improve

security around use of public toilets. Community intervention involved a range of

activities. Specific support for interventions involving the local elected representative

or community leaders were supported by 42 percent and 20 percent respondents

respectively, while only a third (33%) felt that community involvement in the form of

setting up community groups, to facilitate provision of toilet facilities would be the

most effective way of galvanizing the community.

Thus, the evidence suggested that solutions emphasised equally on making toilets

more secure but at the same time increasing guardianship of the toilets either by

increased police presence, more vigilant community action schemes, or provision of

suitable caretakers by private providers.

Traditionally, provision of public toilets in slum areas was the purview of the local

elected representative. Over the years, despite NGOs and charity organizations

funding provision for water and sanitation in various World Bank aided programmes

in Mumbai such as the Slum Sanitation Programme (McFarlane 2008, Burra et al

2003, Satterthwaite, McGranahan and Mitlin 2005), the power of elected

representatives appears undimmed in the eyes of our respondents. There was less

support for community led toilet provision and more expectations from elected

representatives. Political parties, bureaucrats and other elected representatives often

use the provision of toilet blocks as a means of manipulating votes and is part of the

political patronage extended to informal settlements (McFarlane 2008). Evidently our

respondents were aware of their democratic power and still called upon elected

representatives to help solve some of their basic problems.
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Summary and Conclusion

Our research indicates that although the condition and maintenance of public toilets

was reportedly better than average for slums reported in the literature (Tomlinson

2015, McFarlane 2008, Sharma and Bhide 2005) provision was inadequate in

comparison to requirements of the population they serviced. Factors such as good

access to permanent/ solid toilet facilities, provision of water, electricity and a

modicum of cleanliness were factors that made toilets in the area a step better than

in other areas of the same slums and in other slum areas. However, FGD

participants expressed the opinion that toilet owners and/or caretakers were

exploitative and charged too much or did not spend adequate resources on

maintenance and cleanliness.

Perceptions of insecurity were lower than what other research has led us to believe

about slums. We suggest a number of factors to account for the findings: One

explanation might be the fact that the chosen slums were not ‘typical’ of informal

dwellings and were not at the bottom of the scale of settlements that are termed as

slums. Additionally, the fact that these were stable communities, with privately

owned accommodation might imply that there is some investment in keeping the

area secure and safe with collective efficacy in ensuring security. Secondly, the level

of insecurity in Mumbai in general is lower since it is perceived to be a one of the

safest cities in India (Manju 2013, Phadke, Ranade and Khan 2011). Thirdly, women

shaped their toilet habits around particular times of the day to reduce risk, so there

was some form of natural guardianship around toilets. Fourthly, individual

characteristics such as the fact that a majority of our respondents were married

women, thus notionally were protected by family, and in a large number of cases,

were educated and quite vocal, which might have added to their sense of security.
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Finally, positive engagement with the police in one slum indicates the possibility that

the police can take proactive steps to engage with the community and reduce the

perception of risk and fear of crime among women. There is need for further

research to test these hypotheses.

Research findings on suggestions to improve perception and experience of security

of women’s use of public toilets highlighted three major areas of relevance to policy

makers and for future research. While these recommendations have emerged from

micro sites and are relevant to those sites in particular, the broader approach of

finding particular environmental solutions to reducing crime around public use of

toilets is reaffirmed through the research. These findings would therefore be of

relevance to other developing countries facing similar gender based violence

problems by highlighting the need for situational measures to reduce crime.

Firstly, lack of adequate lighting was regarded as a source of insecurity and a

facilitator for crimes. A systematic review indicated that well-lit neighbourhoods

resulted in reduced property crimes such as burglary and theft but did not have much

impact on violent crimes (Welsh and Farrington 2008). Thus, future research could

indicate whether presence of adequate lighting in slums would reduce not only

property crimes but also violent crimes and assaults against women in public places

such as toilets.

Secondly, the possible use of technology, especially the use of mobile phones, to

increase sense of security among women was explored in this research. The

Government of India is encouraging and piloting the development of ICT and apps

using GPS technology to co-ordinate provision of quick police response to distress

calls from women through mobile phone applications or individual devices pioneered
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by the Department of Information Technology (DIT) in 113 Indian cities (MHA Annual

Report 2015). This might perhaps provide and easy and affordable means of

increasing women’s sense of security especially in cities. Evaluation of government

and police schemes to support the use of mobile technology to increase security of

women is another area of relevance to policy makers and researchers.

Finally, findings indicated that gender friendly infrastructure design of public toilets

and better lighting, supported by police community relations and better guardianship

would improve access to services for women and improve well-being. Research has

indicated that better lighting also has the added effect of signalling investment in the

community, increasing community pride and informal social control and reinforcing

the message that the area has guardianship of civic authorities (Welsh and

Farrington 2008). Community co-operation and working with civic authorities would

go a long way in improving provision of secure sanitation facilities. There is a need

for further research on the role of the caretakers and appropriate police-community

engagement in improving women’s experience and perception of security around

use of public toilets in slums.
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