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1 INTRODUCTION 
Afghan society clearly delineates the public sphere as a male-dominated space. As a result, 
many threats to women’s safety and security, notably verbal and physical harassment, are 
condoned by society. Socio-cultural norms in Afghanistan dictate that the shame of 
harassment lies not with the perpetrator but with the victim. As a result of these widely held 
attitudes, all public space is threatening to Afghan women. “Space which causes fear 
restricts movement and thus the community’s (in this case, women’s) use of space,” which 
can lead to social exclusion.1 

This report presents the findings of a Women’s Safety Audit conducted in ten public locations 
in Kabul city. It is designed to give a voice to women’s concerns regarding their safety and 
security when moving about in public spaces, as well as to provide communities with a tool 
for a more participatory approach to addressing safety and security concerns. More 
specifically, this report sets out to: 

1. Examine how Afghan women in Kabul use public space; 
2. Gather women’s assessments of their own safety and security in 10 Kabul locations; and 
3. Provide a tool for communities to use to render public spaces in Kabul safer for women. 
 
Structure of the report: 

• Chapter 1: Introduction & Methodology 
• Chapter 2: Safety & Security Context in Kabul 
• Chapter 3: WSA Key Findings 
• Chapter 4: WSA Locations 
• Chapter 5: Conclusions & Recommendations 

1.1 CONCEPTUAL CLARIFICATIONS: SAFETY AND SECURITY 

The concepts of security and safety are often used interchangeably in women’s safety audits, 
although they relate to different kinds of risks and vulnerabilities. In the war-torn context of a 
city like Kabul, the distinction merits examination, as the importance of political violence in 
the urban landscape can easily give security issues pre-eminence over more mundane 
safety issues. In the everyday life of Kabul inhabitants, threats to security and safety co-exist 
and sometimes overlap, exacerbating vulnerabilities and requiring different (and 
complementary) strategies. While both terms relate to the concept of being protected from 
danger, the main difference lies in the origin of the potential threat one faces. “Safety is 
protection against hazards, while security is protection against threat.”2 

• Being secure means being protected “against intended incidents (…) happening as a 
result of deliberate and planned act.”3 In case of security threats, the source of danger is 
then always the malicious intention of a human actor or organization. Political violence – 
such as acts of terror – and various forms of criminality jeopardize the security of Kabul 
inhabitants rather than their safety. The response to security threats lies in the hands of 
the various components of national security sectors.   

• Safety, on the other hand, relates to a state where the risk of an unintended accidental 
hazard is absent or as low as reasonably acceptable4. In the realm of safety, the source 
of danger includes natural hazards as well as dangers resulting from human activities. 
But safety accidents are neither planned nor malicious, as for example in the case of 

                                                 
1 UN-HABITAT (2008), “The Global Assessment on Women’s Safety,” UN-HABITAT Safer Cities Programme, 
Nairobi. 
2 Albrechtsen, Erik  (2003), “Safety vs Security,” NTNU. p. 5. 
3 Skavland Idso, Einar and Mejdell Jakobsen (2000), “Object –og informasjonsikkerhet. Metode for riskoog 
sarbarhetsanalyse,” NTNU. 
4 Antonsen, Stian (2009), Safety Culture: Theory, Method and Improvement. Ashgate Publishing Limited. p. 1-3.  
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industrial accidents. The range of actors involved in the provision of safety is wider than 
in the case of security as safety management strategies concern a vast array of sectors, 
from housing to industrial production and urban planning. 

This audit will gather insights from women about both security and safety in public spaces in 
Kabul. Given the context of conflict and fragility, however, women’s preoccupations 
understandably focus more on security rather than safety concerns, which is reflected in this 
audit’s findings. Despite the focus on security issues, this document still uses the term 
“Women’s Safety Audit” as this is the internationally recognized term for the methodology 
used for this research. 

As much is already written about political violence and acts of terror in the Afghan context, 
this document will also try to highlight a security issue concerning women’s security that is 
often overlooked in Afghanistan, namely harassment. 

1.2 METHODOLOGY 

The Women’s Safety Audit (WSA) is a “participatory tool that is used for collecting and 
assessing information about perceptions of safety in public spaces.”5It was first developed by 
Toronto’s Metro Action Committee on Public Violence Against Women and Children in 1989. 
Since then, it has been adapted and implemented in communities in Africa, Asia, Europe, 
North and South America, and Oceania. Local NGOs and international organizations alike 
have put the tool to use; UN-HABITAT’s Safer Cities Programme has utilized the WSA as a 
tool since 1995.6 

Women’s Safety Audits (WSAs) are typically conducted by small groups of women (and 
sometimes men) that organize a walk through a designated area in their neighborhood, 
noting observations along the way. Following the exploratory walk, the participants share 
their findings and determine recommendations for improving the safety and security of the 
audited public space. The methodology is often adapted to the local context, as was the case 
for this audit.  

The methodology was modified to use survey methodology to ensure adequate 
representation of the diverse profiles represented amongst active Kabul women. Illiteracy, 
the sensitivity of topics addressed, and socio-cultural constraints on female mobility in public 
presented challenges to conducting the WSA in the typical manner. Our fear was that only 
gathering women that would be able (i.e. literate) and willing (i.e. authorized by their families) 
to take part in the full audit process would bias the results, as they would not reflect the views 
of the diverse range of female perspectives in Kabul. 

At the start of the WSA, the audit team7 coordinated a series of 6 focus group discussions 
with small groups of women in different areas of Kabul. The purpose of the discussions was 
two-fold: first, the audit team was able to gather qualitative information about the different 
ways in which women in Kabul use space and their perceptions of security and safety risks; 
second, the team was able to select audit locations based on the input of the focus group 
participants. 

The findings from the focus groups revealed that while women often felt comfortable within 
certain destinations (e.g. a women’s only garden or a beauty shop), the street leading to that 
location was often a source of anxiety and discomfort. To ensure the comfort of participants 
and minimize biases, the audit team decided to interview women in more comfortable 
settings in proximity to the designated locations. Thus, surveys were conducted in gardens, 
                                                 
5 Jagori (2010), “Understanding Women’s Safety: Towards a Gender Inclusive City,” Research findings prepared 
by the Jagori team with support from Women in Cities International (WICI) and the United Nations Trust Fund to 
End Violence Against Women (UNTF), New Delhi. 
6 Whitman, Carolyn et al. (2009), “The Effectiveness of Women’s Safety Audits,” Security Journal, Vol. 222, No. 3, 
p. 205-218. 
7 The audit team consisted of 1 international project manager, 3 national consultants (1 man, 2 women) and 3 
women interviewers. The fieldwork took place over two weeks in late December 2011 and early January 2012. 
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hospital waiting rooms, beauty parlors, shops, etc. adjacent to the selected locations with 
women that regularly pass through the public spaces in question. 

1.2.1 AUDIT TOOLS 

A quantitative survey of 501 active women provided the main source of information for the 
WSA.8Active women, for the purposes of this audit, are defined as women who spend a 
significant portion of time outside of the home, whether for work, errands, school or social 
activities. Active women are targeted for this study as they spend more time in public spaces 
than women that spend most of their time at home. 

Seventy-percent of the participants were age 30 and younger, which is representative of the 
young demographics of active women in Kabul. The ethnic breakdown of participants varied 
based on the location. Overall, participants were 56% Tajik, 29% Hazara, 13% Pashtun, 1% 
Uzbek, and 2% Other (Bayat, Quezelbash & Sadat). 

At each location, the audit team also filled out a checklist of observations,9 which noted 
details about vehicle traffic, foot traffic, litter, visibility, etc. Whereas the quantitative survey 
was conducted in quieter locations adjacent to the selected public spaces, the checklists of 
observations were filled out in the street area being audited. 

Focus group discussions were held with small groups of women between the ages of 17 
and 60 in six locations: i) the Women’s Garden (Bagh-e Zanana), ii) Dashte Barchi, iii) 
Macroyan, iv) Onchi Baghbanan, v) Shirpoor, and vi) Taimani. Tajik, Pashtun, Hazara and 
Uzbek ethnicities were represented in the focus groups. Education levels were varied, 
ranging from completely illiterate to university graduates. 

Additional key informant interviews (KIIs) were conducted with representatives of the 
Afghan NGO Safety Office (ANSO) and Young Women for Change (YWC). Two wakhils 
(community leaders) were also interviewed for the report. 

1.2.2 LIMITATIONS AND CONSTRAINTS 

By using a survey method to ensure greater input from women with a wide range of profiles 
in Kabul, the participatory nature of the Women’s Safety Audit process suffered. However, it 
is the intention of the audit team that the findings presented in this report will be used as a 
springboard for discussions and action at a community level. It is for this reason that the 
audit team has limited its recommendations for physical changes to public space and specific 
actions in the ten locations as they should be developed through a participatory method that 
includes both men and women at a community level. Moreover, the detailed assessment of 
each location provided in chapter 4 can be used in participatory processes to make 
recommendations for improving the physical space of locations in order to make them safer 
for women. 

Readers should also keep in mind 
that the WSA was only conducted 
in Kabul. The urban landscape of 
this capital city presents a very 
different environment from the rest 
of Afghanistan. While women’s 
mobility is an issue throughout 
Afghanistan, the findings of this 
audit should in no way be 
considered representative of the 
rest of the country. 

                                                 
8 See Annex 6.3 for a copy of the questionnaire. 
9 See Annex 6.4 for a copy of the observation checklist. 
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1.2.3 AUDIT LOCATIONS 

All ten locations are streets or intersections in 
areas that women regularly frequent. To provide 
a better frame of reference, most of the locations 
in Table 1.1 also provide one of the key 
destinations in the area that draws women to the 
area (e.g. gardens, maternity hospitals, shrines). 
Audit locations were selected based on 
information gathered from focus group 
participants. Participants were asked to name 
locations where they often travelled and felt 
uncomfortable. The sites that were most 
frequently named by the 36 focus group 
participants were selected as the 10 sites for the 
Women’s Safety Audit. 
 
TABLE 1.1. AUDIT LOCATIONS District Surveys 

1.  Dehmazang Square, Kabul Zoo 3 83 
2.  Bagh-e-Babour 7 56 
3.  Dahan-e-Bagh Square, Women’s Garden 4 78 
4.  Kot-e-Sangi Square, Zadran Market 5 49 
5.  Pul-e-Sukhta Mazari Square, Pul-e-Sukhta Shrine 6 31 
6.  Lycee Maryam, Maryam Shopping Center 15 43 
7.  Khair Khana Qalai Najara Square 11 31 
8.  Froshgah, Rabia Balkhi Hospital 2 35 
9.  Cinema Pamir 1 35 
10.  Murad Khani, Abul Fazl Shrine 2 60 

Total 501 
 

FIGURE 1.2. SURVEY LOCATIONS (CENTRAL) 

 

FIGURE 1.1. SURVEY LOCATIONS (NORTH) 
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FIGURE 1.3. MAP OF KABUL 
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TABLE 1.2. AUDIT LOCATION DESCRIPTIONS  
1.  Dehmazang Square 

 
This busy intersection at the entrance to the Kabul Zoo (Bagh-e 
Wash) is located in an area with restaurants, shops (for food and 
non-food items), a government building (Dept. of Traffic), and a 
base for border police. The neighborhood is primarily inhabited 
by Tajiks from Parwan and Kapisa that settled in the area 30-35 
years ago; it also includes a small Pashtun population.  

2.  Bagh-e-Babour This popular park is frequented by families and has a controlled 
entrance and admission fee. Its entrance is located near a police 
checkpoint. Tajiks and Pashtuns settled in this area 40-50 years 
ago. 

3.  Dahan-e-Bagh 
Square  

This intersection is located at the entrance to a women’s garden 
(Bagh-e Zanana) in an area with shops (non-food items), clothing 
shops and tailors for women, a police checkpoint, and residential 
housing. Women often buy kitchen supplies in this area. Many 
ANP and ANA are present in this old, mainly Tajik neighborhood. 
Male youth are known to harass women in the local market. 

4.  Kot-e-Sangi Square  
 

This busy intersection stands at the entrance of a 5-story bazaar, 
Zadran Market, with 3 stories dedicated to women’s clothing 
located near a police checkpoint. Women who shop at this 
bazaar are typically veiled and accompanied by a family 
member. Old neighborhood inhabited by Tajiks, Pashtuns and 
some Hazaras.  

5.  Pul-e-Sukhta Mazari 
Square  
 

This square is located at the entrance to a shrine that is very 
popular amongst women located in old, Hazara neighborhood 
with restaurants, food shops, a police checkpoint, and Pul-e-
Sukhta, an infamous bridge under which thousands of opium 
addicts congregate. 

6.  Lycee Maryam This intersection stands at the entrance to Maryam Shopping 
Center, where women shop for garments, jewelry and home 
decorations. They are often accompanied by relatives as male 
youth often wander the market harassing women. The area is 
named after Lycee Maryam, a public high school for girls located 
in the area. Shops (food & non-food items) and a hospital are in 
the vicinity. Part of the Khair Khana area, this neighborhood’s 
inhabitants are mainly Tajiks from the northern provinces of 
Panjshir, Kapisa and Parwan, as well as some Pashtuns. 

7.  Khair Khana Qalai 
Najara Square 

Many beauty parlors are located near this square, as well as 
restaurants, shops (food and non-food items), a police 
checkpoint, a mosque, and residential housing. This area’s 
inhabitants are mainly Tajiks from Panjshir, Kapisa and Parwan, 
as well as some Pashtuns. 

8.  Froshgah The Rabia Balkhi Maternity Hospital is in a neighborhood with a 
5-story shopping center, a police checkpoint, and another 
hospital for dentistry. Male youth often harass women in the 
market; as a result, women are typically accompanied here by a 
male relative. It is a business area with a large mix of ethnicities, 
and it is often frequented by villagers who recently moved to 
Kabul. 
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9.  Cinema Pamir The Cinema Pamir is a popular cinema in a neighborhood with 
shops (food and non-food items), clothing and tailoring shops for 
women, a police station, and Maiwan hospital. Part of the old 
city, many different ethnicities have settled here over the years. 
The market in this neighborhood is frequented by many recent 
arrivals to Kabul from the villages, and male youth are known to 
harass women in this area. As a result, women are often veiled 
and accompanied when visiting the market. 

10.  Murad Khani The Abul Fazl Shrine is very popular amongst women. It is 
located in an area with restaurants, shops (food and non-food 
items), Puli Khesti mosque, District #2 Police Station, and 
residential housing.  Mainly Hazara people live in this part of the 
old city. 
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2 SAFETY AND SECURITY CONTEXT IN KABUL 
The city of Kabul has experienced rapid urbanization over the past decade, which has put 
urban structures under considerable stress. Kabul has known an accelerated population 
growth over the past decade, resulting from a significant rural-urban migration and from the 
re-establishment of returnees and Internally-Displaced Persons (IDPs) in the capital city. 
From 500,000 inhabitants in 2001, the population of Kabul is estimated at over 4 million 
people today.10 This rapid evolution has generated many disruptions in urban space, with the 
fast expansion of illegal and informal settlements. It has also upset the social tissue of the 
city, suddenly putting in contact urban and rural populations, characterized by very different – 
and often conflicting – norms and habits. The combination of these recent evolutions has 
created a space in which various types of risks overlap within Kabul, feeding feelings of 
insecurity.  

In the tense context of a city like Kabul, facing multiple safety and security challenges, the 
perception of danger11is particularly acute. The city is impacted by the current context of 
ongoing conflict, which pervades throughout Afghanistan. The Armed Opposition Group has 
regained momentum over the past few years, which has caused a serious deterioration of 
the security context throughout the country. Kabul is not immune to this evolution.  

 
PERCEIVED RISKS AND ACTUAL RISKS IN PUBLIC SPACES 
Feelings of safety and security do not rely only on an objective assessment of risks. There is 
a significant discrepancy between the perception of risk, correlated with feelings of fear or 
anxiety, and the probability of a hazardous event occurring. Safety and security “refer to a 
feeling of control, which may or may not resonate with statistical descriptions of risks.”12 This 
perceptive component of security explains the fact that some risks are over-estimated by 
populations, despite their low statistical likelihood. Furthermore, feeling safe results as much 
from “trust in safety systems and public institutions”13 as from a complete absence of 
dangers. Given the weakness of state structures in Afghanistan, the level of trust of Afghans 
in public institutions – especially when it comes to law enforcement structures – is extremely 
low, enhancing feelings of insecurity. It must be noted that perceived risks are not less 
relevant than actual statistical risks, as they feed feelings of insecurity, causing psychological 
disorders and constraining practices of population in public spaces.14 

Among the Kabuli civilian population, this kind of distortions between perception and actual 
risk exists. The most common fear among women surveyed for this safety audit is that of a 
suicide bombing (Figure 3.4). Suicide bombings, as well as other acts of terror, are forms of 
“spectacular violence,”15 which are less frequent but extremely disturbing for the society in 
which it takes place. Kabul women may not feel a suicide bomb is the most probable threat, 
but they do perceive it to be the most frightening, which is only natural given the scope of 
damages, the intense media coverage of each suicide bombing, and the relative frequency of 
their occurrence in the city. 

Since 2008, Kabul has been hit by a number of suicide bombings and coordinated attacks. 
Yet these attacks primarily target governmental buildings, ISAF forces, international targets 

                                                 
10 Estimations range from 3.5 to 5 million inhabitants in Kabul city. See for example Schütte, S. (2006), “Searching 
for Security: Urban livelihoods in Kabul,” in Case Study Series, AREU.  
11 In this context, danger is defined as the possibility of harm, both of a physical and psychological nature.  
12 Antonsen, Stian (2009), Safety Culture: Theory, Method and improvement, Ashgate Publishing Limited. p.7.  
13 Idem. 
14 Based on perceived or real risks, individuals will limit mobility within the city, avoid certain areas and alter 
behaviors or use of space. 
15 Goldstein, Daniel (2004), The Spectacular City, Violence and Performance in Urban Bolivia, Duke University 
Press. 



SAFETY & SECURITY CONTEXT 

THE CHALLENGE OF BECOMING INVISIBLE – 2012  9 

and UN agencies.16Since 2010, there has been a change in the strategy of the armed 
insurgents. The frequency of attacks and the number of civilian casualties has decreased. 
The Armed Opposition Group today prefers spectacular and sophisticated attacks, which are 
more complex but also better targeted. The overall risk for civilians has been declining. 
Today, the risk of being a victim of political violence is mainly related to the proximity to 
targets of the Armed Opposition Group, namely the central governmental districts of Kabul.17 

Another commonly cited urban risk in Kabul is the presence of drug addicts on public spaces. 
The issue of drug consumption is indeed on the rise in the country. Yet, the perception of 
drug addicts as a threat is primarily tied to the very strong stigma associated with drug 
addiction within Afghan society. Despite the uncertainty of data, it seems that drug users are 
not responsible for violence on a significant scale. A 2009 survey of UNODC showed that 
drug users find extra income to buy their products mainly by selling assets and borrowing 
funds. Stealing appears only marginally as a source of extra income.18 The risk caused by 
drug addicts may be slightly overestimated compared to the actual threat they represent for 
Kabul inhabitants.19 This confirms the distortion between perceived and actual risk. Drug 
addicts are not perceived as dangerous because they pose an actual threat. Rather, they are 
perceived as threatening because they represent marginal lifestyles that are unknown and 
different to the norm. 

Yet, some more mundane forms of risks and everyday violence are also present in daily life 
of Kabul residents and represent important threats to their security and safety. While they are 
less visible in the media, car accidents, petty criminality, casual violence and anti-social 
behavior (e.g. harassment) pose significant risks for Kabul residents. Residential areas, such 
as Kart-e-Nau or Company Area, are characterized by relative anonymity due to population 
density and very low police control. In these areas, income-oriented street criminality is fairly 
common.20 

This “normal” form of criminality is less easy to analyze as information is very scarce and 
incidents go largely unreported. Even more common, and even less documented, is the 
prevalence of verbal and physical harassment in public spaces. While men are also victims, 
women are particularly vulnerable to harassment in public spaces. The chronic 
underreporting of violence and harassment, in both public and private, is a challenge in many 
different societies.21 In Afghanistan, underreporting is further exacerbated by the fact that 
shame is so publicly attached to victims (often women), while perpetrators go unpunished. 
Given the weakness of law enforcement structures, the probability of punishment is very low 
for many types of criminality. Going beyond the well-known forms of political violence, this 
report sheds light on the more mundane risks existing in the public spaces of Kabul.  

 
 

                                                 
16 A notable exception occurred on the December 6, 2011 when a suicide bomber detonated at the Abul Fazl 
Shrine during the Ashura procession, killing around 60 civilians. Although the bombing targeted a Shi’a shrine, the 
motivation was still political, as the objective was to raise tensions between Shi’a and Sunni populations, further 
destabilizing the security situations in Afghanistan. 
17 Based on interview with representative of the Afghan NGO Safety Office (ANSO), January 31, 2011. 
18 UNODC, 2009: Drug Use in Afghanistan: 2009 survey. Executive Summary. p.9 
19 Based on interview with representative of the Afghan NGO Safety Office (ANSO), January 31, 2011. 
20 Idem. 
21 Whitman, Carolyn et al. (2009), “The Effectiveness of Women’s Safety Audits,” Security Journal, Vol. 222, No. 
3, p. 205-218. 
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BOX 2.1. AUTHORS OF INSECURITY IN PUBLIC SPACES IN KABUL 
The authors of insecurity in Kabul can be loosely categorized into the three following groups: 

1. Armed Opposition Group (AOG) 
The majority of high profile attacks in Kabul are undertaken by the Armed Opposition Group. 
Tactics primarily include high profile suicide attacks targeting primarily government, followed 
by ISAF, then international targets, including embassies and UN. In 2009-2010 one 
significant attack occurred approximately every five weeks. More recently significant attacks 
occur at a rate of roughly one event every seven to eight weeks. 

2. Armed Criminal Groups  (ACGs) 
These groups are arguably the most prevalent authors of criminal activity. Criminal networks 
have well-established smuggling, land grabbing, kidnapping, and extortion networks in the 
city - often with links to Afghan National Security Forces. Well-known hubs of criminal 
activity include Kart-e-Parwan, Khair Khana, Taimani Projects, Kart-e-Naw and Company 
Area. The vast majority, if not all kidnappings in Kabul, are undertaken by criminal networks. 
The main targets are Afghan businessmen or people with authority for procurement, 
especially in the government. Taimani and Qala-e-Fatullah have reported numerous 
kidnappings over the years, although the authors of the attacks are commonly believed to 
reside in the aforementioned areas. The groups benefit from reported protection from senior 
figures in the Afghan National Security Forces- often with links to the same faction or sub-
faction from the Mujahidin period.  

3. Anti-social behavior 
Anti-social behavior involves groups of male youths or one or two males hassling young 
women or other groups of typically younger males. Although not yet formed into youth gang 
violence, there have been reports of groups of youth fighting in some areas – e.g. areas 
south of the river near the gardens as well as in Kart-e-Char. Often localized violence can 
occur as a result of one boy or group of boys yelling or attempting to talk to young girls, 
which is then reported to the girl's families thereby provoking a response. The use of 
violence is usually limited though – typically involving fists or knives, nothing more. 
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3 KEY FINDINGS 
The gender order in Afghanistan is largely shaped by the belief that women are the “keepers 
of the family honor.”22 Many Afghans still believe that a woman can only appear in public if 
accompanied by a male chaperone. As a result, the public sphere is a male-dominated 
arena, whereas women are often relegated to the home. This is not unique to Afghanistan. In 
many patriarchal societies, “women have not been taught to be comfortable in outdoor/public 
space but instead have learned the private, domestic realm is their domain.”23 However, the 
public/private split in Afghanistan is more strictly observed than in many societies around the 
world as it is reinforced by the acceptance and perpetuation of public harassment of women. 

Although the overthrow of the Taliban opened up new opportunities for women, it did not give 
rise to the “women’s liberation” many Westerner’s were expecting. Currently, there are 
growing concerns about an “apparent backlash against the empowerment of women and 
their participation in public life.”24 Efforts to empower women are often perceived as Western 
interference, as interventions are largely implemented through top-down strategies that 
overlook the agency of Afghan women.25 The current situation in Afghanistan illustrates the 
fact that while conflict and its aftermath can shake up gender roles, rapid social change can 
also provoke “a retreat to conservative notions of masculinity and femininity.”26 

The pressures of this public/private divide should be kept in mind throughout the reading of 
the safety audit. While the physical attributes of space can create an atmosphere of fear or 
assurance, the safety of public spaces cannot be fully assessed without considering the rules 
that govern that space and its use. 

This chapter presents the key findings from the Women’s Safety Audit. It includes: 

• A description of how active women in Kabul currently use public space; 
• Findings about the physical attributes of the 10 audited locations; and  
• Findings on women’s perceptions of the safety and security of public space in Kabul. 

3.1 USE OF SPACE 

Whereas men can use public space for recreation or socialization, Afghan women in Kabul 
mainly utilize public space to move from point A to point B. As opposed to women that 
primarily stay at home, active women enter into the public sphere for a number of reasons 
including: attending courses or training, working, shopping, visiting a medical professional 
and visiting relatives in their homes. 

Certain parks and shrines provide a forum for women to socialize in public; access and 
usage of these sites are strictly dictated by socio-cultural norms. Most parks are either 
implicitly or explicitly reserved for men. Certain parks, such as Bagh-e-Babour and the Kabul 
Zoo (Bagh-e-Wash), offer a more family-friendly experience, although harassment is still 
common for groups of women that do not have male chaperones. Most women would never 
go to a park alone. Bagh-e-Zanana, a park reserved solely for women, provides an 
admission-free space for women of many socio-economic levels to socialize, take courses 
and purchase items from the bazaar. Shrines are very popular amongst women as they also 

                                                 
22 Abirafeh, Lina (2009), Gender and International Aid in Afghanistan: The Politics and Effects of Intervention, 
McFarland & Company, Inc. Jefferson, p. 16. 
23 Wesely, Jennifer K. and Emily Gaarder (2004), “The Gendered ‘Nature’ of the Urban Outdoors: Women 
Negotiating Fear of Violence,” Gender & Society, Vol. 18, No. 5, p. 645-663. 
24 OHCHR/UNAMA (2009), “Silence is Violence: End the Abuse of Women in Afghanistan,” Office of the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights and the Human Rights division of the United Nations Assistance 
Mission in Afghanistan. 
25 Efforts to raise awareness of human rights violations often paint a picture of Afghan women as helpless victims. 
This perception denies the capacity of Afghan women to be agents of change and often excludes them from the 
very decision-making processes designed to help them, reinforcing the perception that the impetus for initiatives 
targeting women is exogenous.  
26 Abirafeh, 2009. 
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offer a space for socializing and offering prayers in a women’s-only space that is socially 
acceptable within Afghan society. 

Women have limited transportation options for moving about the city. The public mass transit 
system is not very developed; bus routes are irregular and do not serve many parts of the 
city. Due to the prevalence of harassment in public buses, most women prefer to take 
shared, mini-van taxis (Townace cars) or regular taxis with fewer passengers. Prices vary 
depending on one’s willingness to share with unknown passengers. More affluent families 
own private cars. A few women drive their own vehicles; however, this is very uncommon 
and those that do drive often face additional harassment. Although many men have bicycles, 
bicycling is considered “unladylike” behavior for Afghan women. Many women walk, although 
this is also avoided if it involves long distances. 

Movement in public spaces is generally reserved to daylight hours unless accompanied by 
male chaperones. All focus group participants restricted their movements to the morning and 
afternoon, returning home by mid-afternoon (4-5 pm) on average. If visiting relatives in the 
evening, many participants reported that they would spend the night at the home of their 
relatives’ home, rather than return home at a late hour. 

Women are often accompanied in public by a relative, as “women who appear in public on 
their own put their reputation and their safety at risk.”27 Only 17% of women surveyed were 
travelling alone. The rest were accompanied by a maharam, a male relative that also serves 
as chaperone (27%); a female relative (49%); or a female friend or classmate (7%). Several 
focus group participants explained that they often had to go to work or school alone because 
no one in their family was available to accompany them. Some of the more well off focus 
group participants would only travel when accompanied by a relative in a private car. 

No one accompanies me because all the members of the family have jobs. They do not 
have extra time to accompany me. (21, university student) 

I go everywhere alone. No one accompanies because all of my family members are busy. 
(46, teacher) 

I go to places like the Bazaar alone, and when I go to visit my relatives I go with my 
husband because I am afraid of suicide attacks, and when it is very far, I want my 
husband to go with me. (27, elementary education) 

I always go to school with my uncle's daughters. I also go to Khair Khana and Macroryan 
to visit family members. My family always accompanies me because I do not know the 
way, and when I travel alone, everybody pays attention to me. (20, high school student) 

 
FIGURE 3.1. TRAVELLING ALONE OR ACCOMPANIED WITHIN THE CITY 

Q5. Are you accompanied by anyone? 

 
                                                 
27 OHCHR/UNAMA	  (2009),	  “Silence	  is	  Violence:	  End	  the	  Abuse	  of	  Women	  in	  Afghanistan,”	  Office	  of	  the	  United	  Nations	  High	  
commissioner	  for	  Human	  Rights	  and	  the	  Human	  Rights	  division	  of	  the	  United	  Nations	  Assistance	  Mission	  in	  Afghanistan. 
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3.2 PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS OF SPACE 

(In)Visibility 
Daytime visibility is not a major issue in the ten audited locations as all ten locations had 
medium to heavy foot traffic during the day. Daytime visibility is more of concern in a 
deserted area where a potential attacker could jump out of a hiding place (e.g. behind a blind 
corner or from a recessed doorway). However, the presence of many observers does not 
stop frequent verbal and physical harassment of women, as the shame of harassment lies 
with the victim and not the perpetrator, according to socio-cultural norms in Afghanistan. 
Harassment is silently condoned by witnesses that will rarely if ever intervene, and victims 
rarely report it, even to family members. 

As a result, the challenge for women in Kabul is not to be visible, but rather to become 
invisible, so as not to attract attention and possible harassment when moving through public 
spaces. They do so by avoiding or minimizing travel to certain locations, travelling in groups 
and modifying clothing choices to limit their exposure to harassment. 

• Sixty-nine percent of surveyed women said they avoided certain areas in Kabul for fear of 
harassment or assault. A significant proportion of women also admitted to trying to avoid 
the area in which they were surveyed, demonstrating that complete avoidance is not 
feasible for many women.28 

• While the presence of female relatives, friends, or classmates does not prevent 
harassment as well as the presence of a male chaperone, it does help women feel more 
comfortable when moving about the city. One young woman explained that she did not go 
to the bazaar without her mother as she was afraid of teenage troublemakers. 

• Wearing conservative clothing, notably the chaddari, or burqa, is another commonly used 
strategy for maintaining a low profile. For many women, the chaddari is the “only protection 
they have to move in public locations without being harassed.”29 Women in chaddari, 
however, are not immune to harassment. Several interviewed women said that some men 
will harass women no matter what the women are wearing. 

Visibility at night is a separate issue. Very few locations in public spaces in Kabul are well lit 
after sunset. A majority of the audited sites had very limited light and poor visibility after dark, 
with a few exceptions that had medium light and some visibility. Most women in Kabul simply 
avoid moving about the city after sunset. When asked if they could change one thing about 
their area to make it safer, 18% suggested better lighting (Figure 3.3). 

 
Assistance & Harassment 
When asked who they would turn to first for assistance if travelling alone, 67% of surveyed 
women named the police as their first choice, although, as demonstrated later, this depends 
largely on the type of assistance required. Police checkpoints or stations were all in close 
proximity at all of the ten locations. Male pedestrians (14%) and female pedestrians (10%) 
were the next course of recourse. When asked what could be done to make their area safer, 
54% of women suggested additional police. While this does signify a certain confidence in 
the police, it also demonstrates a narrowness in the perception of safety and security as 
matters to be handled by the government only, rather than an issue in which the community 
can have an impact. 

While women expressed a willingness to seek assistance, this willingness appears to not 
extend to cases of harassment. As representatives of Young Women for Change (YWC) 

                                                 
28 Specific avoidance levels for each location are given in chapter 4; however, readers should also take note that 
the presence of a travelling companion/chaperone also has a significant impact on the reported comfort levels 
and avoidance levels of each location. 
29 OHCHR/UNAMA	  (2009),	  “Silence	  is	  Violence:	  End	  the	  Abuse	  of	  Women	  in	  Afghanistan,”	  Office	  of	  the	  United	  Nations	  High	  
commissioner	  for	  Human	  Rights	  and	  the	  Human	  Rights	  division	  of	  the	  United	  Nations	  Assistance	  Mission	  in	  Afghanistan. 



KEY FINDINGS 

THE CHALLENGE OF BECOMING INVISIBLE – 2012  14 

explained, women are extremely reticent to admit that they have been harassed, as they are 
afraid it would reflect poorly on their character and their family honor. As a result, they will not 
seek assistance or report harassment for fear of further shaming themselves. A common 
response the NGO representatives hear when they ask women if they have been harassed 
is, “I am from a good family.” Other interviewed women explained that they would not report 
harassment to on-duty policemen, as they are also likely sources of harassment; therefore, 
going to the police for assistance would only further expose the women to harassment. 

There are many types of harassment that are common in public spaces in Kabul: physical 
(inappropriate touching, groping), verbal/audible (comments, insults, noises, horn honking, 
whistling, singing) and even visual (aggressive staring, lewd gestures). In most cases of 
harassment, women in Kabul try to ignore it and keep walking. Several interviewed NGO 
representatives reported that they would talk back to men, whether police or civilian, who 
harassed them. Several of them asked the men if they would treat their mothers or sisters in 
such a way. They explained that the men were often so surprised that the women were 
standing up for themselves that they would back off.  

FIGURE 3.2. SEEKING ASSISTANCE 
Q10. If you were alone and needed assistance in this area, who would you turn to first for help? 

 
 

 
FIGURE 3.3. TOP SUGGESTIONS FOR IMPROVING SAFETY IN SURVEY LOCATIONS 

Q16. If you could change one thing about this area, what would you change to make you feel safer? 
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Navigation, Design and Maintenance 
Street signs are rare in Kabul; none of the audited locations had signs offering directions. 
Yet, few women in focus groups reported getting lost because most women only stick to 
known routes or are accompanied by a relative of friend that knows the way.  

My grandchildren accompany me because I do not know my way around the city. – 47, 
Illiterate 

I was lost once, and it made me very worried. I asked a person for directions, and I found 
the place I was looking for. If there were signs, I wouldn't face this problem. - 23, 
University student 

As for design and maintenance, rapid urbanization after three decades of war has left little 
time for reflection about how the look and feel of urban space influences peoples’ behavior. 
Even in some neighborhoods where buildings and gardens are immaculately cared for on the 
inside, little regard is paid to the condition of the public space beyond the perimeter walls. 
Thirteen percent of surveyed women felt better maintained streets or buildings would help 
improve safety. A better maintained street would be a street free of litter with clear, even 
pathways for pedestrians. Better maintained buildings would be buildings that are kept in 
good repair with clear entrances and easy to read signs where applicable (e.g. shops). There 
were few differences between the locations, demonstrating that a desire for improved design 
and maintenance is not confined to a few areas.  

3.3 WOMEN’S PERCEPTIONS OF SAFETY AND SECURITY 

The safety audit revealed two main concerns amongst women: suicide bombers and 
harassment. Both have an impact on how women use (or avoid using) public space. When 
asked about their biggest fear when out on the streets, 68% of women responded with 
“suicide bomb.” It is not unusual for people to be more afraid of “spectacular violence” as 
opposed to “everyday violence,”30 although the risk of the former is smaller than that of the 
latter (Chapter 2).  

This figure may be slightly inflated given the timing of the audit – several weeks after the 
bombing of the Abul Fazl Shrine, which killed roughly 60 individuals observing the holy day of 
Ashura. However, there was not a difference between the answers given by women in the 
Murad Khani, the neighborhood in which the Shrine is located, and the answers given by 
women in the other 9 locations. A greater fear of suicide bombs would have been expected 
in this neighborhood if the suicide bombing had significantly impacted women’s responses. 
Women in Kabul have been exposed to numerous incidents of spectacular violence, the 
trauma of which can result in elevated levels of anxiety.  

 

                                                 
30 Beall, Joe (2007), “Cities, Terrorism and Urban Wars of the 21st Century,” Working Paper no. 9, Crisis States 
Research Centre, DESTIN, LSE, London. 
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FIGURE 3.4. BIGGEST FEARS IN THE STREET 
Q15. What is your biggest fear when out on the streets? 

	  
 

TABLE 3.1. SECURITY CONCERNS OF FOCUS GROUP PARTICIPANTS 

When I leave the home, I am very afraid of a suicide bombing happening to me or one of my 
family members. I am not worried about harassment because my family members always 
accompany me, but I worry a little about violence against women because violence is part of 
the culture in Afghanistan. If I were to face a problem, I will call the police to help me. There 
is a police checkpoint for helping people in some areas. – 56, 8th grade education 

I feel uneasy in places that are crowded and places where foreign forces pass through. I 
worry about suicide bombings in these types of places. – 35, 11th grade education 

When I go to university, I do not have a good feeling because I am afraid of suicide attacks 
and explosions. – 21, University student 

I go to places like the Bazaar alone, and when I go to visit my relatives I go with my husband 
because I am afraid of suicide attacks. – 27, elementary education 

I do not feel comfortable because the security situation is not good. I am afraid in areas like 
Froshgah, crowded places like bus stations and the places where security troops are 
crossing. I have heard the sound of an explosion in Habibia High School, and I have seen 
rockets in the past years. – 42, illiterate 
 
Although the risks associated with harassment are less severe than those of a suicide attack, 
the everyday threat of harassment creates considerable anxiety amongst women. As part of 
the safety audit, women were asked how they would feel when confronted with various 
situations when walking down a street in the area in which they were surveyed (Figure 3.5). 
The question revealed that teenage boys solicited as much fear as unknown armed men or a 
barking dog, with 91% of women saying they felt fear when confronted with a group of 
teenage boys in the street. In comparison, the presence of foreign troops generated fear for 
55% of the respondents, and the presence of Afghan police made 11% fearful and 51% feel 
assurance. 
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FIGURE 3.5.  LEVEL OF CONCERN 
Q9. When walking down a street in this area, how do you feel when confronted with the following? 

 
 
Although women are extremely reticent to provide information about their own harassment, 
more abstract questions about harassment revealed startling findings regarding its 
prevalence (Figure 3.6-Figure 3.8). Ninety-eight percent of women surveyed felt a group of 
teenage boys would be very or somewhat likely to verbally harass women in the street, and 
91% felt teenage boys were likely to physically harass women. Adult men were perceived to 
be only slightly less likely to verbally or physically harass women (96% and 85% 
respectively). Physical assault was considered to be considerably less likely than 
harassment, but teenage boys and adult men were still perceived to be the main threat. 

These figures demonstrate that harassment is a real problem for women in Kabul. However, 
both men and women are often unwilling to talk about it. In interviews with the wakhils 
(community leaders) for two of the audited locations, neither man admitted that harassment 
even occurred in their neighborhoods. (Section 6.2) 

 
TABLE 3.2. FEARS OF HARASSMENT 

I feel comfortable in the places I go to, but I don't feel comfortable along the way because of 
harassment from jobless young people. – 40, illiterate 

I am afraid of harassment outside of the house because our country is a backwards country, 
and the people are not informed of many social issues. If I feel any danger I would never ask 
police to help me or anyone else that I do not trust. I would ask my relatives to help me. – 30, 
illiterate 

Sometimes I feel uneasy in places like Qalla-e Fatullah and Khair Khana because there are 
teenagers that wander and hang out there. - 20, 12th grade 

In Pakistan, a group of men will move to give space to a woman that is passing. In 
Afghanistan, a man will walk through a group of women to try to bump into and touch as 
many as he can. – Returnee 
I do not feel comfortable in this area, especially in the bazaar. When I go there the police are 
harassing us instead of helping us. - 30, Illiterate 
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FIGURE 3.6. PERCEIVED LIKELINESS OF VERBAL HARASSMENT 
Q11. In this area, what is the likelihood of women being verbally harassed by the following people? 

	  
 

FIGURE 3.7. PERCEIVED LIKELIHOOD OF PHYSICAL HARASSMENT 
Q12. In this area, what is the likelihood of women being physically harassed/groped by the following? 

	  
 

FIGURE 3.8. PERCEIVED LIKELIHOOD OF PHYSICAL ASSAULT 
Q13. In this area, what is the likelihood of women being physically assaulted by the following people? 
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4 WOMEN’S SAFETY AUDIT LOCATIONS 

1. Dehmazang Square / Kabul Zoo 
This busy intersection at the entrance to the Kabul Zoo (Bagh-e Wash) is located in an area 
with restaurants, shops (for food and non-food items), a government building (Dept. of 
Traffic), and a base for border police. The neighborhood is primarily inhabited by Tajiks from 
Parwan and Kapisa that settled in the area 30-35 years ago; it also includes a small Pashtun 
population.  
 

Vehicle traffic Heavy congestion, slow-moving traffic Avg. wait time for taxi <5 minutes 
 

Foot traffic Heavy; 80% male, 20% female 
 

Unaccompanied Accompanied 
chaddari no chaddari chaddari no chaddari 

Women 
pedestrians (5-

min interval) 
0 3 6 10 

 

Presence of male loiterers (men & teenagers) Present, somewhat threatening 
 

Visibility after dark Some light, medium visibility 
 

Litter Very little 
 

Ease of navigation Easy to navigate, but no signs offering directions 
 

 

 

 

ABOVE:  
DEHMAZANG SQUARE  
JAN 2012 
LEFT:  
KABUL ZOO INTERIOR  
JULY 2011 
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1. Dehmazang Square / Kabul Zoo (continued) 
 

Recommendations to make area feel safer 
(unprompted answers from interviewees) 

No. of 
responses 

More police 48 
Better lighting 15 
Fewer police 6 
Always have a male chaperone 4 
Clearer signs 3 
Better maintained buildings 3 
Better maintained streets 3 

 

  
 

 
 

At a glance: 
• 19% of women interviewed reported that they avoided this area for fear of harassment or 

assault, which is less than any other audited location.  
• Teenage boys, dogs and unknown armed men elicit the most fear in women interviewed in 

the area, although women appear slightly less concerned or fearful than in other areas. 
• Almost all of the women interviewed were accompanied; in more than half of the cases, the 

companion was a male relative. 
• Interviewed women reported that additional police or better lighting in the area would make 

them feel safer. Several women also suggested that there should be fewer police. 
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2. Bagh-e-Babour 
This popular park is frequented by families and has a controlled entrance and admission fee. 
Its entrance is located near a police checkpoint. Tajiks and Pashtuns settled in this area 40-
50 years ago. 
 

Vehicle traffic Medium congestion, fast-moving traffic Avg. wait time for taxi <5 minutes 
 

Foot traffic Medium; 70% male, 30% female 
 

Unaccompanied Accompanied 
chaddari no chaddari chaddari no chaddari 

Women 
pedestrians (5-

min interval) 
3 5 6 9 

 

Presence of male loiterers (men & teenagers) Present, somewhat threatening 
 

Visibility after dark Very little light, poor visibility 
 

Litter Very little 
 

Ease of navigation Easy to navigate, but no signs offering directions 
 

 

 

 
 

ABOVE: BAGH-E-BABOURINTERIOR 
LEFT: STREET NEAR BAGH-E-BABOUR 
JUNE 2011 
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2. Bagh-e-Babour (continued) 
 

Recommendations to make area feel safer 
(unprompted answers from interviewees) 

No. of 
responses 

More police 32 
Better lighting 10 
Fewer police 5 
Better maintained streets 2 
More citizen cooperation with security forces 2 
More educated or professional police 2 
Always have a male chaperone 1 
Better maintained buildings 1 

 

  
 

 
 

At a glance: 
• More than half of women (57%) interviewed here reported that they avoided this area for 

fear of harassment or assault, and 79% avoid other areas. 
• Teenage boys, dogs and unknown armed men elicit the most fear in women interviewed in 

the area; and ISAF or foreign soldiers also represent a common fear for many participants. 
• No women were alone in the park, and a majority of women came with a male relative.  
• Interviewed women reported that additional police or better lighting in the area would make 

them feel safer. Several women also recommended fewer police.
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3. Dahan-e-Bagh Square / Women’s Garden 
This intersection is located at the entrance to a women’s garden (Bagh-e Zanana) in an area 
with shops (non-food items), clothing shops and tailors for women, a police checkpoint, and 
residential housing. Women often buy kitchen supplies in this area. Many ANP and ANA are 
present in this old, mainly Tajik neighborhood. Male youth are known to harass women in the 
local market. 
 

Vehicle traffic Heavy congestion, slow-moving traffic Avg. wait time for taxi 10 minutes 
 

Foot traffic Medium; 80% male, 20% female 
 

Unaccompanied Accompanied 
chaddari no chaddari chaddari no chaddari 

Women 
pedestrians (5-

min interval) 
1 3 3 8 

 

Presence of male loiterers (men & teenagers) Not present 
 

Visibility after dark Some light, medium visibility 
 

Litter Very little 
 

Ease of navigation Easy to navigate, but no signs offering directions 
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3. Dahan-e-Bagh Square / Women’s Garden (continued) 
 

Recommendations to make area feel safer 
(unprompted answers from interviewees) 

No. of 
responses 

More police 44 
Better lighting 16 
Better maintained buildings 5 
Better maintained streets 3 
Always have a male chaperone 2 
Clearer signs 2 
More educated or professional police 4 
Less corruption 1 

 

  
 

 
 
At a glance: 
• 40% of women interviewed reported that they avoided this area for fear of harassment or 

assault, and 71% avoid other areas. 
• Teenage boys, dogs and unknown armed men elicit the most fear amongst interviewees. 
• 35% of women had come alone to the women’s garden (often for courses/training).  
• Interviewed women reported that additional police, better lighting, or better maintenance of 

streets and buildings in the area would make them feel safer. 
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4. Kot-e-Sangi Square / Zadran Market 
This busy intersection stands at the entrance of a 5-story bazaar, Zadran Market, with 3 
stories dedicated to women’s clothing located near a police checkpoint. Women who shop at 
this bazaar are typically veiled and accompanied by a family member. Old neighborhood 
inhabited by Tajiks, Pashtuns and some Hazaras.  
 

Vehicle traffic Heavy congestion, slow-moving traffic Avg. wait time for taxi 10 minutes 
 

Foot traffic Heavy; 60% male, 40% female 
 

Unaccompanied Accompanied 
chaddari no chaddari chaddari no chaddari 

Women 
pedestrians (5-

min interval) 
1 5 36 11 

 

Presence of male loiterers (men & teenagers) Present, somewhat threatening 
 

Visibility after dark Very little light, poor visibility 
 

Litter Some 
 

Ease of navigation Somewhat difficult, no signs offering directions 
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4. Kot-e-Sangi Square / Zadran Market 
 

Recommendations to make area feel safer 
(unprompted answers from interviewees) 

No. of 
responses 

More police 25 
Better lighting 8 
Better maintained streets 8 
Always have a male chaperone 2 
Less traffic (vehicles) 2 
Better maintained buildings 1 
Fewer police 1 
More citizen cooperation with security forces 1 
More professional police 1 

 

  
 

 
 

At a glance: 
• 35% of women interviewed here reported that they avoided this area for fear of 

harassment or assault, and 80% avoid other areas. 
• Teenage boys, dogs and unknown armed men elicit the most fear amongst interviewees. 
• Nearly all of the women interviewed came to the area accompanied by female relatives. 
• Interviewed women reported that additional police, better lighting or better-maintained 

streets in the area would make them feel safer. 
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5. Pul-e-Sukhta Mazari Square/ Pul-e-Sukhta Shrine 
This square is located at the entrance to a shrine that is very popular amongst women 
located in old, Hazara neighborhood with restaurants, food shops, a police checkpoint, and 
Pul-e-Sukhta, an infamous bridge under which thousands of opium addicts congregate. 
 

Vehicle traffic Medium congestion, slow-moving traffic Avg. wait time for taxi <5 minutes 
 

Foot traffic Medium; 80% male, 20% female 
 

Unaccompanied Accompanied 
chaddari no chaddari chaddari no chaddari 

Women 
pedestrians (5-

min interval) 
0 8 8 5 

 

Presence of male loiterers (men & teenagers) Present, somewhat threatening 
 

Visibility after dark Some light, medium visibility 
 

Litter Very little 
 

Ease of navigation Easy to navigate, no signs offering directions 
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5. Pul-e-Sukhta Mazari Square/ Pul-e-Sukhta Shrine (continued) 
 

Recommendations to make area feel safer 
(unprompted answers from interviewees) 

No. of 
responses 

More police 15 
Better lighting 5 
Better maintained streets 3 
Better maintained buildings 2 
Always have a male chaperone 1 
Clearer signs 1 
Less traffic (vehicles) 1 
More citizen cooperation with security forces 1 
Less corruption 1 

 

  
 

 
 
At a glance: 
• One third of women interviewed reported that they avoided this area for fear of harassment 

or assault, and 74%said they avoid other areas. 
• Teenage boys, dogs and unknown armed men elicit the most fear amongst interviewees. 

There appears to be less concern or fear associated with the presence of ISAF or foreign 
soldiers than in other areas. 

• 14 out of 31 women interviewed travelled to this area alone, yet concern about harassment 
in the area was still lower than in other neighborhoods. 

• Interviewed women recommended additional police, better lighting or better-maintained 
streets to make the area feel safer.  
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6. Lycee Maryam 
This intersection stands at the entrance to Maryam Shopping Center, where women shop for 
garments, jewelry and home decorations. They are often accompanied by relatives as male 
youth often wander the market harassing women. The area is named after Lycee Maryam, a 
public high school for girls located in the area. Shops (food & non-food items) and a hospital 
are in the vicinity. Part of the Khair Khana area, this neighborhood’s inhabitants are mainly 
Tajiks from the provinces of Panjshir, Kapisa and Parwan, as well as some Pashtuns. 
 

Vehicle traffic Medium congestion, fast-moving traffic Avg. wait time for taxi 5 minutes 
 

Foot traffic Heavy; 40% male, 60% female 
 

Unaccompanied Accompanied 
chaddari no chaddari chaddari no chaddari 

Women 
pedestrians (5-

min interval) 
13 16 26 10 

 

Presence of male loiterers (men & teenagers) Present, somewhat threatening 
 

Visibility after dark Very little light, poor visibility 
 

Litter Some 
 

Ease of navigation Somewhat difficult, no signs offering directions 
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6. Lycee Maryam(continued) 
 

Recommendations to make area feel safer 
(unprompted answers from interviewees) 

No. of 
responses 

More police 23 
Better maintained streets 9 
Better lighting 7 
Clearer signs 1 
Better maintained buildings 1 
Fewer police 1 
Less corruption 1 

 

  
 

 
 
At a glance: 
• More than one third of women interviewed reported that they avoided this area for fear of 

harassment or assault, and 65% said they avoid other areas. 
• Teenage boys, dogs and unknown armed men elicit the most fear amongst interviewees. 

The presence of ISAF or foreign soldiers also represents a significant fear. 
• Women in the area were mainly travelling with female relatives. 
• Interviewed women recommended additional police, better lighting or better-maintained 

streets to make the area feel safer. 
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7. Khair Khana Qalai Najara Square 
Many beauty parlors are located near this square, as well as restaurants, shops (food and 
non-food items), a police checkpoint, a mosque, and residential housing. This area’s 
inhabitants are mainly Tajiks from Panjshir, Kapisa and Parwan, as well as some Pashtuns. 
 

Vehicle traffic Medium congestion, fast-moving traffic Avg. wait time for taxi <5 minutes 
 

Foot traffic Medium; 70% male, 30% female 
 

Unaccompanied Accompanied 
chaddari no chaddari chaddari no chaddari 

Women 
pedestrians (5-

min interval) 
0 6 3 7 

 

Presence of male loiterers (men & teenagers) Present, somewhat threatening 
 

Visibility after dark Very little light, poor visibility 
 

Litter Very little 
 

Ease of navigation Easy to navigate, no signs offering directions 
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7. Khair Khana Qalai Najara Square (continued) 
 

Recommendations to make area feel safer 
(unprompted answers from interviewees) 

No. of 
responses 

More police 16 
Better lighting 6 
Clearer signs 3 
Better maintained streets 3 
Better maintained buildings 2 
More citizen cooperation with security forces 1 

 

 

  
 

 
 
At a glance: 
• One third of women interviewed reported that they avoided this area for fear of harassment 

or assault, and 58% said they avoid other areas. 
• Teenage boys, dogs and unknown armed men elicit the most fear amongst interviewees. 

The presence of ISAF or foreign soldiers also represents a significant fear.  
• Half of women were travelling alone in the area. 
• Additional police or better lighting were given as recommendations to make the area safer.  
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8. Froshgah / Rabia Balkhi Maternity Hospital 
The Rabia Balkhi Maternity Hospital is in a neighborhood with a 5-story shopping center, a 
police checkpoint, and another hospital for dentistry. Male youth often harass women in the 
market; as a result, women are typically accompanied here by a male relative. It is a 
business area with a large mix of ethnicities, and it is often frequented by villagers who 
recently moved to Kabul. 
 

Vehicle traffic Heavy congestion, slow-moving traffic Avg. wait time for taxi <5 minutes 
 

Foot traffic Heavy; 60% male, 40% female 
 

Unaccompanied Accompanied 
chaddari no chaddari chaddari no chaddari 

Women 
pedestrians  

(5-min interval) 
8 16 12 18 

 

Presence of male loiterers (men & teenagers) Present, somewhat threatening 
 

Visibility after dark Very little light, poor visibility 
 

Litter Very little 
 

Ease of navigation Easy to navigate, no signs offering directions 
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8. Froshgah / Rabia Balkhi Maternity Hospital (continued) 
 

Recommendations to make area feel safer 
(unprompted answers from interviewees) 

No. of 
responses 

More police 15 
Better lighting 10 
Better maintained streets 4 
Better maintained buildings 2 
Clearer signs 1 
Fewer police 1 
More citizen cooperation with security forces 1 
More professional police 1 

 

  
 

 
 
At a glance: 
• Nearly half of women (46%) interviewed here reported that they avoided this area for fear of 

harassment or assault, and 71% said they avoid other areas. 
• Teenage boys, dogs and unknown armed men elicit the most fear amongst interviewees. The 

presence of ISAF/foreign soldiers also represents a significant fear for most women.  
• Very few women were travelling alone in the area; most were accompanied by a male or 

female relative. 
• Additional police or better lighting were given as recommendations to make the area safer.  
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9. Cinema Pamir 
The Cinema Pamir is a popular cinema in a neighborhood with shops (food and non-food 
items), clothing and tailoring shops for women, a police station, and Maiwan hospital. Part of 
the old city, many different ethnicities have settled here over the years. The market in this 
neighborhood is frequented by many recent arrivals to Kabul from the villages, and male 
youth are known to harass women in this area. As a result, women are often veiled and 
accompanied when visiting the market. 
 

Vehicle traffic Heavy congestion, slow-moving traffic Avg. wait time for taxi <5 minutes 
 

Foot traffic Heavy; 70% male, 30% female 
 

Unaccompanied Accompanied 
chaddari no chaddari chaddari no chaddari 

Women 
pedestrians  

(5-min interval) 
5 11 6 10 

 

Presence of male loiterers (men & teenagers) Present, somewhat threatening 
 

Visibility after dark Very little light, poor visibility 
 

Litter Very little 
 

Ease of navigation Easy to navigate, no signs offering directions 
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9. Cinema Pamir (continued) 
 

Recommendations to make area feel safer 
(unprompted answers from interviewees) 

No. of 
responses 

More police 18 
Better lighting 6 
Better maintained streets 4 
Fewer police 3 
Less traffic (vehicles) 3 
Clearer signs 1 
 

 

  
 

 
 
At a glance: 
• Nearly half of women interviewed (46%) reported that they avoided this area for fear of 

harassment or assault, and 71% said they avoid other areas. 
• Teenage boys, dogs and unknown armed men elicit the most fear amongst interviewees. The 

presence of ISAF/foreign soldiers also represents a significant fear for most women.  
• Very few women were travelling alone in the area; most were accompanied by a male or 

female relative. 
• Additional police or better lighting were given as recommendations to make the area safer.  
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10. Murad Khani / Abul Fazl Shrine 
The Abul Fazl Shrine is very popular amongst women. It is located in an area with 
restaurants, shops (food and non-food items), Puli Khesti mosque, District #2 Police Station, 
and residential housing.  Mainly Hazara people live in this part of the old city. 
 

Vehicle traffic Heavy congestion, slow-moving traffic Avg. wait time for taxi <5 minutes 
 

Foot traffic Heavy; 60% male, 40% female 
 

Unaccompanied Accompanied 
chaddari no chaddari chaddari no chaddari 

Women 
pedestrians  

(5-min interval) 
10 8 12 14 

 

Presence of male loiterers (men & teenagers) Present, somewhat threatening 
 

Visibility after dark Very little light, poor visibility 
 

Litter Some 
 

Ease of navigation Easy to navigate, no signs offering directions 
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10. Murad Khani / Abul Fazl Shrine (continued) 
 

Recommendations to make area feel safer 
(unprompted answers from interviewees) 

No. of 
responses 

More police 33 
Better lighting 6 
Better maintained streets 6 
Less traffic (vehicles) 4 
More citizen cooperation with security forces 3 
Always have a male chaperone 2 
Clearer signs 2 
Better maintained buildings 1 
Fewer police 1 
Changes in culture 1 

 

  
 

 
 
At a glance: 
• A majority (65%)of interviewed women reported that they avoided this area for fear of 

harassment or assault, and 78% said they avoid other areas. 
• Teenage boys, dogs and unknown armed men, and ISAF/foreign soldiers elicit the most fear 

amongst interviewees. 
• Very few women were travelling alone in the area; most were accompanied by female relatives. 
• Interviewed women recommended additional police, better lighting or better-maintained 

streets to make the area feel safer. 
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5 CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
The women’s safety audit of 10 Kabul locations demonstrated that while the physical 
characteristics of the locations changed, women’s fears when moving in public in these areas 
are the same. Fears of spectacular violence (i.e. suicide bombs) and everyday harassment 
are constant worries for active women. These fears in turn restrict women’s access to the city 
and its services as they attempt to minimize their exposure to risk. While the physical 
characteristics of these locations could certainly be modified to create an atmosphere that 
would appear safer, such alterations would make little difference for most women if they do 
not address the underlying causes of their fears.  

In other cities that conducted the women’s safety audit, physical changes to space such as 
better lighting, community murals, and clearer pathways created environments that not only 
felt safer but discouraged harassment and violence. However, harassment and suicide 
bombs are not confined to dark alleys and dilapidated neighborhoods in Kabul. Suicide 
bombers target high profile locations, destabilizing society with the fear that violence can 
occur anywhere at any time. Moreover, harassment against women in Kabul occurs in broad 
daylight and is widely condoned by society.  

Nevertheless, there are many things that communities can do to improve safety and security 
of their inhabitants: 

 
COMMUNITY MOBILIZATION 
Organize community meetings to discuss the issue of harassment in public spaces. 
The problem must first be recognized before any steps can be taken to address it. These 
meetings should not be designed to attack men, but rather to discuss perceptions that lead to 
harassment.  

o Meetings should include male and female members of the community, community 
leaders, and police. Representatives of the Ministry of Interior, the Ministry of Women’s 
Affairs and relevant NGOs should also be invited. 

o While these different groups would ideally participate in a common dialogue, it may be 
useful to hold a few meetings only for men and only for women in order to reach 
audiences that may not be willing to participate in a meeting that does not respect gender 
segregation.  

Participants of these meetings should identify messages to spread awareness in their 
communities about harassment and promote a more respectful treatment of women. It 
is important that these messages come from the communities themselves. Both men and 
women should take part in the process, and messages should address men’s attitudes of 
women as well as women’s attitudes about themselves and their rights to personal security in 
public spaces. Participants should also determine the best channels for disseminating these 
messages (e.g. posters, murals, radio). 

o Participants (citizens, NGOs, government representatives and the police) should all be 
implicated in these efforts to promote public awareness and address harassment and 
violence against women. Citizens should not try to place blame on government 
institutions, neither should they try to circumvent them.  

Meeting participants should identify physical changes to public space that they feel 
would create a safer atmosphere and discourage violence and harassment. 
Recommendations can be submitted to local municipalities through meetings with 
government representatives and/or members themselves can work together to implement 
changes. Key stakeholders for promoting physical changes to public space include the 
Ministry of Urban Development and Housing, Kabul Municipality, the Kabul City High 
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Commission, the Ministry of Transport, the Ministry of Public Works, and the Ministry of 
Water and Energy.  
o Changes implemented in other cities have included: improved lighting, addition of 

directional signage, painting over of negative graffiti messages, provision of public water 
and toilet facilities, redesigned waiting areas for public transit, and creation of murals 
discouraging violence against women.31 

o The groups could also consider a strategy of mapping neighborhoods and identifying 
dangerous areas. The mapping exercise could be followed up with the installation of 
signs that warn women of areas that are particularly dangerous.  

 
EDUCATION AND AWARENESS 
In parallel to these three actions, meetings should be held with women to discuss 
fears related to spectacular violence in addition to everyday violence and harassment. 
While the risk of such violence is lower than that of everyday violence, fear of suicide 
bombers still impacts the mobility of women in the city. Having a forum to share these 
concerns with others may help women develop strategies to better manage and possibly 
overcome these fears. 

Conduct pilot programs to raise awareness amongst children and youth of the 
consequences of harassment and address respect for others in public spaces. 
Attitudes about women and the association of shame with victimhood begin at a very young 
age. A pilot initiative with young children in schools, coordinated with the support of both the 
Ministry of Education and the Ministry of Women’s Affairs, could yield positive results in 
tempering the hostile environment women experience in public spaces in the future.  
Raise awareness of harassment and its consequences amongst the police. Police play 
a major role in enabling or discouraging harassment. Encouraging police to systematically 
intervene when witnessing harassment could help create a safer environment for women and 
prevent future harassment.  

                                                 
31 UN-HABITAT (2008), “Women’s Safety Audits: What Works and Where?” United Nations Human Settlements 
Programme (UN-HABITAT), Safer Cities Programme, Nairobi. 
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6 ANNEXES 

6.1 ADDITIONAL FIGURES AND TABLES 

FIGURE 6.1. BIGGEST FEAR WHEN OUT ON THE STREET 
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6.2 INTERVIEWS WITH WAKHILS 

Excerpts from interviews with the Wakhils (community leaders) in 2 audited areas in 
central Kabul (Districts 1 & 2) 
 
Wakhil 1 
“There are no specific dangers or risks in this area. Sometimes there is some crime, such as 
theft, like there is everywhere in Kabul. But there are no specific risks for women or men in 
this area. People might harass women in the bazaar of the neighboring area, but nobody 
harasses the women that come to the Abulfas Shrine in this area. 

The security situation varies in Kabul. Sometimes it is better, sometimes it is worse. 
Problems with theft, pick pockets and suicide bombs can occur anywhere in Kabul.  

Members of the shura try to secure the area night and day around the shrine and they also 
prevent the harassment of women. No one has the right to harass women in and around the 
shrine.  

There are also no car accidents in the area.” 

Wakhil 2 
“In this place, the area is secure. There are no security risks. Sometimes there are problems 
with theft. Every day I walk around the area, and I see that there is no harassment of women 
in this area. If we discovered somebody doing bad things, we would either stop it or call the 
police to stop harassment.”  

According tot the wakhil, there are no ethnic tensions, risks to specific minorities, or violence 
against women in his area. 

Regarding other parts of Kabul: “Qala Alimaldan is a little bit dangerous because there is a 
heroin lab there. Police raids take place there many times.”  

“The security situation is getting better in my area. Our main problems are that we do not 
have gutters or waste treatment in this area. We have a shura that prevents violence and 
crime. Otherwise, we refer to the police. There is no harassment of women because the 
people living in this area have good behavior.” 

“Sometimes there are car accidents in the area. It is a source of worry in the area because 
the children have to walk 30 minutes to go to school.” 
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6.3 WOMEN’S SAFETY AUDIT QUESTIONNAIRE 
 
A.  Location # (1-10) __  __ 
B.  Date ___ ____ December 2011 
C.  Interviewer code (1-5)  ___  ___ 
D.  Burqa 1. Yes  

2. No 
 
1.  Phone number            
2.  Age  One answer possible ___  ___ 
3.  Ethnicity  

One answer, do not prompt  
1. Hazara 
2. Pashtun 
3. Tajik 
4. Uzbek 
5. Other ___________ 

4.  How did you travel to this location? 
One answer, Prompt  

1. By foot 
2. By car 
3. By private car 
4. By taxi alone or with people you know 
5. By taxi shared with strangers 
6. Other (Specify)______________ 

5.  Are you accompanied by anyone? 
One answer, do not prompt  

1. Male family member 
2. Female family member 
3. Female friend or classmate 
4. Other [Specify] _________________ 

6.  What is the main purpose of your 
visit to this area today? 
One answer, Prompt  

1. Shopping 
2. Visiting relative 
3. Work 
4. Just passing through  
5. Other [Specify] ____________________ 

7.  Are there certain areas of Kabul that you try to avoid for fear of 
harassment or assault? One answer, Prompt  

1. Yes 
2. No  

8.  Is this an area that you try to avoid for fear of harassment or assault? One 
answer, Prompt  

1. Yes 
2. No 

9.  When walking down a street in this 
neighborhood, how do you feel 
when confronted with the 
following: 
One answer per line, Prompt  

1-Assurance 2-Concern 3-Fear 4-No effect  
a. police   
b. barking dog  
c. group of teenage boys  
d. ISAF/foreign soldiers  
e. unknown armed men  
f. neighbors   

10.  If you were alone and needed 
assistance in this area, who would 
you turn to first for help?   
One answer per line, Do not 
prompt  

1. Shopkeeper 
2. Taxi driver 
3. Policeman 
4. Female pedestrian 
5. Male pedestrian 
6. I don’t know 
7. Other [Specify] ________________ 

11.  In this area, what do you think is 
the likelihood of women being 
verbally harassed by the following 
groups of people? 
One answer per line, Prompt  

1.Very likely  2. Somewhat likely  3. Not likely   
a. Teen boys  
b. Men  
c. Women  
d. Police  
e. Drug addicts  
f. Beggars   
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12.  In this area, what do you think is 
the likelihood of women being 
physically harassed or groped by 
the following groups of people? 
One answer, Prompt  

1.Very likely  2. Somewhat likely  3. Not likely   
a. Teen boys  
b. Men  
c. Women  
d. Police  
e. Drug addicts  
f. Beggars   

13.  In this area, what do you think is 
the likelihood of women being 
physically assaulted or attacked by 
the following groups of people? 
One answer, Prompt  

1.Very likely  2. Somewhat likely  3. Not likely   
a. Teen boys  
b. Men  
c. Women  
d. Police  
e. Drug addicts  
f. Beggars   

14.  On a scale of 1 to 10, how safe do you feel in this area? (1 = 
very unsafe, 10 = completely safe)One answer, Prompt  

 
___ ___ 

15.  What is your biggest fear when out 
on the streets? 
One answer, Do not prompt  

1. Suicide bomb 
2. Verbal harassment 
3. Physical harassment 
4. Physical assault 
5. Kidnapping 
6. Robbery 
7. Hit by a car 
8. Getting lost 
9. Other [Specify] ___________________ 

16.  If you could change one thing 
about this area, what would you 
change to help you feel safer? 
One answer, do not prompt  

1. Better lighting 
2. Always have a male chaperone 
3. Clearer signs 
4. Better cared for buildings 
5. Better cared for streets 
6. More police 
7. Fewer police 
8. Less traffic (vehicles) 
9. Other [Specify] ________________ 
10. I don’t know 
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6.4 CHECKLIST OF OBSERVATIONS 
 
A.  Location # (1-10) __  __ 
B.  District # (1-17) __  __ 
C.  Type of location 

One answer possible 
1. Bazaar 
2. Street/intersection in business area 
3. Street/intersection in residential area 
4. Park 
5. Other [Specify] _______________ 

D.  Address  _________________________________________________ 
E.  Date __ __ December 2011 
F.  Time __ __ : __ __  a.m./p.m. 
 
1.  Which of the following 

places are in the immediate 
vicinity (within 1 minute’s 
walk of where you are 
standing)?  
Multiple answers possible 

1. Restaurants 
2. Bazaar [Specify type] ____________________ 
3. Food shops (bakery, butcher, fruit/veg, etc.) 
4. Non-food shops (hardware, auto repair) 
5. Clothing shops or tailors for women 
6. Destroyed/abandoned buildings 
7. Government building [Specify] _____________ 
8. Police station 
9. Mosque 
10. Park 
11. Empty lot 
12. School 
13. Hospital 
14. Residential housing 
15. Other [specify] ________________________ 

2.  Describe the vehicle traffic 
in the area: 
One answer possible 

1. Heavy traffic: Many vehicles, fast moving 
2. Heavy traffic: Many vehicles, slow moving 
3. Medium traffic: Some vehicles, fast moving 
4. Medium traffic: Some vehicles, slow moving 
5. Light traffic: Few vehicles, fast moving 
6. Light traffic: Few vehicles, slow moving 

3.  On average, how long does it take to find an available taxi or public car?  
One answer possible 

 
___ ___ minutes 

4.  Describe the foot traffic in the area: 
One answer possible 

1. Heavy foot traffic (+50 walkers in 5 min) 
2. Medium foot traffic (10-50 walkers in 5 min) 
3. Light foot traffic (1-10 walkers in 5 min) 
4. Irregular to none 

5.  a. What percentage of the foot traffic is male? 
b. What percentage of the foot traffic is female?  
One answer per line 

 
a.  __ __ __ %           b.  __ __ __ % 

6.  In a 5-minute period, count the women that pass by 
you in either direction. How many women are 
accompanied or alone? How many are wearing a 
burqa? One answer per line 

 Unaccompanied Accompanied 
Burqa   
No Burqa    

a. Unaccompanied, burqa          _____ 
b. Unaccompanied, no burqa     _____ 
c. Accompanied, burqa               _____ 
d. Accompanied, no burqa          _____ 

7.  a. From where you are standing, how far 
away is the nearest person that a 
woman could call to for help if distressed 
or in danger?  
One answer possible 

1. A few meters away 
2. 1 block away 
3. 2 blocks away 
4. More than 3 blocks away 
5. There is no one that could help (SKIP TO Q5) 
6. Other [Specify] ______________ 
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 b. Who is the person?  
One answer possible 

1. Shopkeeper 
2. Police officer 
3. Male pedestrian 
4. Female pedestrian 
5. Other [Specify] __________________ 

8.  Describe visibility after dark (if you 
cannot visit the location after dark, ask a 
local person to describe it).  
One answer possible 

1. Brightly lit, very good visibility 
2. Some light, medium visibility 
3. Very little light, poor visibility 
4. No lighting, very dark 

9.  Is there trash or litter lying around? 
One answer possible 

1. A lot  
2. Some  
3. Very little 
4. None 

10.  Is it easy for someone to get around in 
this area without getting lost?  
One answer possible 

1. Very easy, signs or markings indicate 
locations 

2. Easy to find one’s way, but no signs 
3. Somewhat confusing 
4. Very confusing 

Are there men or teenage boys hanging 
out on the street? One answer possible 

1. Yes 
2. No (SKIP TO Q 12) 

11.  

In your opinion, would they appear 
threatening to unaccompanied women? 
One answer possible 

1. Very threatening 
2. Somewhat threatening 
3. Not threatening 

 
12. What were your impressions of the location? Use 5 adjectives to describe it.   
 
 
13. While visiting the location, did you witness any threatening behavior or harassment of 
either men or women? Describe: 
 
 
14. Document the impressions the interviewers had of the area: 

a. How comfortable did you feel on a scale of 1-10 (1 being very uncomfortable, 10 being 
perfectly comfortable)?  

b. Describe any problems you encountered or witnessed? Describe your impressions. 
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