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GLOSSARY OF TERMS 

Cat-calling is a form of street harassment of women and refers to men shouting rude sexual 
remarks that are often sexually suggestive, threatening or derisive. It includes behaviours like 
“kissing noises”, gestures, wolf-whistling, persistent sexual advances as well as unwanted non-
sexually explicit comments. In this report, cat-calling is considered a form of harassment (visual, 
verbal and sexual).

Gender refers to the social, cultural and economic constructs, norms and expectations based 
on binary biological characteristics, male and female. Gender is not the same as sex (biological 
characteristics of male and female). Gender differences have been learned, are changeable over 
time and have wide variations both within and between cultures. 

Gender equality refers to a situation where women and men have equal  rights for realising their 
full human rights and potential; can contribute equally to national, political, economic, social and 
cultural development and benefit equally from the results. Achieving gender equality entails the 
systematic identification and removal of the underlying causes of discrimination. The context of 
this report is one in which there is a lack of gender equality and women are largely in socially 
subordinate positions. 

Gender-based violence (GBV) is violence against another person because of their gender, gender 
identity and/or sexual identity. The violence can be physical, sexual, emotional, psychological, 
verbal, economic or cultural.  GBV often occurs as a result of the normative role expectations 
associated with each gender, along with the unequal power relationships and socio-economic 
imbalances between genders.  Examples of GBV include domestic violence, femicide, sexual 
violence, sexual harassment, ‘corrective rape’ and homophobic attacks, amongst others.

Hegemonic masculinity, in the context of this report, is defined as practices that legitimise men’s 
dominant position in society and justifies the subordination of women as well as more nuanced or 
marginalised ways of being a man.

Sexual harassment primarily consists of being on the receiving end of unwanted sexual comments, 
suggestive sexual advances, honking, cat-calling, indecent public exposure, following, groping, 
touching as well as public masturbation and flashing. It can be by known people or by strangers 
– in private spaces or in public areas such as streets, shopping malls and public transportation. 
Harassment can also include persistent requests for someone’s name, contact details, destination 
and other personal information after this has already been denied. In this report, sexual harassment 
includes actions and comments that have a sexual connotation (also see ‘cat-calling’).

Violence against women: Violence against women encompasses, but is not limited to, physical, 
sexual and psychological violence including rape, sexual abuse, sexual harassment and intimidation 
at work, in educational institutions and elsewhere. It also includes trafficking and forced prostitution, 
amongst others. 
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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Several international agreements stress the need for inclusive and sustainable development in 
urban areas. These include the United Nations’ (UN) Sustainable Development Goals and the 2030 
Agenda,1 the 2016 New Urban Agenda agreed at HABITAT III,2  the 2015 Paris Climate Agreement3  
and the Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW).4 
These instruments include gender equality as a criterion for  success, towards the fulfillment of 
their mandates.

Agencies such as the UN Women are making encouraging progress to create safer cities and safer 
public spaces5 with the aim of eliminating violence against women and girls,6 and ensuring that 
women can travel freely and safely, is seen as a significant part of these efforts. Making transport 
in cities and rural areas safer for women and girls also benefits other vulnerable groups which, in 
turn, contributes to making society more inclusive and equitable.

While access to transport is critical for growth and poverty reduction in South Africa, transport 
is often seen as gender neutral and transport policies tend to not address gender differences. 
Although women and men are reported to have different expectations, needs and constraints 
regarding transport, gender is not considered in transport planning and projects, resulting in 
policies, strategies and implementation plans not addressing unique gender influenced needs for 
safe public transport. 

Furthermore, conventional transport planning that only relies on aggregate data and cost benefit 
analysis, does not often adequately address the needs of vulnerable groups generally and fails to 
integrate issues around gender specific safety and access into infrastructure development. 

The lack of gender responsive planning in the development of urban transport and cities has a 
major impact on the mobility, frequency of utilisation, safety and personal security of commuters, 
especially women, adolescents and children.

In May and June 2019, Sonke Gender Justice conducted a research study on women and girls 
experiences of gender-based violence on public transport in Gauteng and Western Cape Provinces. 
The study was undertaken as a response to the large number of personal experiences shared by 
commuters of public transport, particularly mini-bus taxis, selected buses and metro rail trains, 
in the Western Cape and Gauteng in South Africa. The findings of the research, presented in this 
report, provide a gendered perspective on the impact of the lack of safety on public transport 
in cities, by highlighting women’s and girls’ lived experiences of gender-based violence and 
harassment when using public transport. 

The key recommendations include that, in order to ensure sustainable and equitable development, 
gender should be mainstreamed into the design and implementation of transport systems that 
are responsive to the practical needs of women, households, children and communities. This is 
vital to empower girls and women, particularly those from poorer households, because unsafe 
transport negatively affects their access to socio-economic and education opportunities. Further 
recommendations include that gender is mainstreamed into research on transport policy and 
implementation.7

1   United Nations Statistical Commission, 2016.
2   United Nations General Assembly, 2016.
3   United Nations, 2015.
4 Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women. Adopted and opened for signature, ratification and  

accession by General Assembly, resolution 34/180 of 18 December 1979. 
5   United Nations Women, 2017.
6   United Nations Women, 2018.
7   Mashiri, Buiten, Mahapa & Zukulu, 2005.
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The information and key findings of this research study can be used to engage in advocacy, to 
contribute toward policy changes and to sensitise commuters and communities on the issue of 
gender-based violence in public transport. 
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2. INTRODUCTION 
South Africa is a signatory to regional and international conventions that address gender issues, 
especially for women.8 Although the country has one of the most progressive legislative frame-
works to address  discrimination against women and girls,9 the levels of violence against women 
and girls are escalating and gender-based violence (GBV)10  continues to be a national concern.11

For many South Africans, public transport is an essential part of everyday life. In 2013, three out 
of four (76.7%) households relies on public transport;12 half of the population (51%) used mini-
bus taxis; while 18% used buses and 7.6% used trains. Nearly 40% of working people used public 
transport to get to work, while 3.7 million pupils used public transport to commute to primary and 
secondary schools. The majority of these public transport commuters are from low income earning 
households. In addition to taxis, walking is one of the preferred modes of public transport for half 
(50%) of the South African population who earn under R3,000 a month and are unable to afford 
private and other forms of more costly public transport.

Transport systems have tended to function in ways that prioritise men’s needs over those of women,13 
which has led to public transport being described as ‘an institution through which hegemonic 
masculinity is maintained’,14 where women are at greater risk of violence, sexual harassment and 
sexual assault. Violence in public places, particularly on public transport systems, reduces the 
freedom of movement for women and girls, as well as of gender non-conforming persons and 
individuals of other vulnerable populations like the elderly and persons with disabilities. It therefore 
places vulnerable groups at risk, which in turn impacts their mobility, safety and overall health and 
wellbeing. 

Women and children have constitutional rights to protect them against violence, to ensure their 
safety and freedom of movement, crime and violence perpetrated against women and girls in 
public spaces, while using public transport. Therefore, lack of safety in public transport, infringes 
on all commuters’ constitutional rights.

Evidence has shown that all forms of violence and harassment (particularly verbal and sexual) 
affect girls and women deeply, reducing their confidence and increasing their anxiety and feelings 
of lack of safety, as well as their willingness to travel and to move freely in public spaces. This 
affects their social and economic decisions and responsibilities, and access to opportunities. 

This report presents the findings of a study conducted in Gauteng and the Western Cape amongst 
women and girls who use public transport, particularly mini-bus taxis, buses and Metrorail trains. It 
documents women and girls’ lived experiences of GBV, sexual harassment and crime perpetrated 
against them, as commuters of public transport. The report also presents safe public transport 
practices in other countries for adaptation in South Africa and highlights recommendations and 
proposed interventions to address GBV on public transport, particularly in the Western Cape and 
Gauteng – and applicable to other areas in South Africa. 

8 The Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW); the Declaration on the Elimination of Vio-
lence against Women, the Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) Convention; the Equal Remuneration Convention; the Protocol 
to the African Charter on Human and People’s Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa (generally referred to as Maputo Protocol); 
the Solemn Declaration on Gender Equality in Africa; the Southern African Development Community (SADC) Protocol on Gender and 
Development.

9 These include the South African Constitution, the Promotion of Equality and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act (PEPUDA) 4 of 
2000. 

10 Centre for the Study of Violence and Reconciliation, 2016.
11 Government of SA, 2019.
12 Statistics South Africa, 2013.
13 European Institute of Gender Equality, 2019.
14 Jennings, 2015.
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2.1  BACKGROUND

Article 13 of the United Nations 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights15 affirms the right to 
freedom of movement and residence within the borders of each state. This includes the rights of 
individuals to travel from place to place within a city or a country, and to leave the country and 
return to it. This right is also stated in Article 12 of the African Charter on Human and People’s 
Rights16 and asserted in Article 21, under the Bill of Rights of the Constitution of South Africa.17 
Ensuring gender equality in travel – and women’s specific travel needs18 – is crucial to achieving 
poverty reduction and social development goals. 

Approximately 55% of the world’s population currently lives in cities. With people increasingly 
moving to urban areas, which they regard as centers of opportunity, the UN projects that by 2050, 
68% of the world population will live in urban areas.19 Population growth and migration into cities 
often poses challenges, especially for decision makers responsible for the provision of services 
that are suitable, affordable and attractive. As public transport is an essential public service that 
serves millions of people daily, it plays a pivotal role in the economic and social life of women and 
men in cities, as well as rural areas. 

2.1.1 Poverty, women and girls
In the past 25 years, since 1994, the number of women in South Africa has increased by 5% a year; 
statistics also show that slightly more women than men now live in urban areas around the world.20 
However, a significantly high number of women and girls still live in rural areas and are affected by 
extreme poverty. According to the Poverty Trends Report for 2006 to 2015, 30.4 million people 
(55.5% of the population in South Africa) were living in poverty, an increase from the 52.2% (or 27.3 
million people) reported in 2011. 

In general, the main victims of the ongoing struggle against poverty are children (aged 17 years 
and younger), black Africans, females and people from rural areas, including those with little or 
no education. While it is highest amongst children (aged 0-17), levels of poverty tend to drop as 
people get older and only start to increase again from the age of 55 onwards. Women and children 
(particularly girls) are therefore especially vulnerable to poverty21 and make up most of the world’s 
extreme poor.22 

While there may be a decrease in poverty as people get older, as girls get older the gender in-
equality gap often becomes wider. This coincides with peak reproductive and productive ages 
and, as women and girls become wives and mothers, they often stop working to take care of their 
households, their husbands, children and families. In addition, women tend to take up more than 
one part-time employment opportunity to provide for themselves, their children and extended 
families. These responsibilities can result in their frequent use of public transport as they resource 
their households and undertake paid and care-orientated work. 

Globally, women are more likely to be educated than in the past. While those with an education 
are more likely to be employed, many women continue to be under- or unemployed. Only 52% of 
women participate in the formal workforce compared to 78% of men;23 that being said, the aver-
age hours per week spent on paid work is often higher for women. 

15  United Nations, 1949.
16   African Union, 2016
17   Government of South Africa, 1996
18  Wachs, n.d.
19   United Nations, 2018.
20   United Nations, 2010.
21  Roy, 2011.
22   Newhouse, Becerra & Evans, 2016.
23   International Labour Organization, 2018.
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The frequency of women’s use of public transport is directly linked to their employment status and 
income, the location of their places of work or education, and the relative distance from where 
they live. Given their multiple roles, women thus tend to spend more time commuting and make 
more trips – to get to their places of work or education, to access opportunities and essential ser-
vices such as healthcare, and to meet the needs of their additional care work. 

People in developing countries, particularly in South Africa, are often significantly impacted by 
the effects of historical spatial planning and poverty. The majority who are employed in minimum 
wage paying jobs cannot afford to live close to their places of work, which means they spend con-
siderable time commuting in public transport, particularly in trains, mini-bus taxis and buses. This 
includes women from poor households, along with the men from similar and varied backgrounds. 

In other instances, poverty and lack of access to adequate financial resources can limit women’s 
uptake of public transport, thus impacting the transport systems and how women and girls are 
able to utilise it. Access to affordable24 public transport is a vital aspect of assisting people out of 
poverty.

The International Monetary Fund (IMF) states that closing these gaps benefits countries at large, 
and not just women and girls25. For instance while bringing more women into the labour market 
can boost the local and regional gross domestic products (GDPs) of countries, one of the many 
barriers constraining them from economic participation is access to safe and reliable public trans-
port which facilitates their access to the public world of income generation, education, social in-
teraction and household provisioning. The lack of safety, security and limited access to transport 
reduces the probability of women actively participating in the labour market and education sec-
tors by 16.5%,26 with serious consequences for the overall economy. 

2.1.2 Safety and security
Women represent the largest share of public transport users around the world, yet they face many 
barriers that limit their mobility.27 Most women do not have alternatives and depend on public 
transport.

While women and men are said to have different expectations, needs and constraints regarding 
access to, and usage of, public transport, transport infrastructures and policies appear to be 
gender-blind, and gender is not considered in transport planning and projects. This results in 
transport systems that do not meet the unique gender influenced demands, which often leads 
to transport being unsafe. Safe and secure public transport is essential for women and children’s 
livelihoods, education and wellbeing.

Many public transport modes tend to be structured around times and routes associated with peak 
period commuting patterns, providing a poor match with women’s more diverse schedules, and 
their rural-to-suburb and inter-suburb travel patterns. This results in women having to utilise more 
than one public transport mode in their routine trips to get to their destinations, which will often 
include walking and, sometimes, cycling in order to access the transport facilities.

Sexual violence is a global pandemic that needs immediate redress. Sexual harassment and other 
forms of violence and abuse perpetrated against girls and women using public transport (as well 
as individuals of other vulnerable populations including those who are gender non-conforming) 
leads to restrictions that impact their mobility and affect their daily movements in the public 
environment. In this way, a lack of safety on public transport can influence women’s willingness to 
take public transport to work or school, thus affecting their access to income generating activities 
and the labour market and to educational opportunities. 

24   Herbel & Gaines, 2009.
25   Elborgh-Woytek et al, 2013.
26  International Labour Organisation (ILO), 2017.
27   Alam & Karvajal, 2018.
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When women lose access to public spaces – due to fear of sexual violence, gender-based violence 
and other crimes that may be perpetrated against them – they lose not only their civic rights but 
also access to vital economic opportunities. These will continue to have a direct impact on the 
economy, if these systems remain unchanged. That being said, many people who see or experi-
ence harassment and/or theft fail to report their experiences to authorities, making it difficult for 
city officials and public transport operators to assess the effects of this on commuters – especially 
girls and women – or to put measures in place to address this lack of safety.28

It is critical to address issues of safety and personal security to ensure that girls and women have 
equal access to education, work and health services, and their constitutional rights to mobility, 
freedom of movement, safety and protection against violence are realised.

2.1.3 Evidence and research
The transport needs of women arising from their multiple roles that influence their travelling pat-
terns and frequency of use of public transport modes and systems are not adequately addressed 
in research and relative transport-orientated implementation initiatives. To date, research on gen-
der and transport in developing countries has mostly focused on rural areas, resulting in a paucity 
of information relating to urban and peri-urban women’s transport needs, as well as on the effects 
of transport on the socio-economic and physical welfare of women and their communities. 

Although some systematic gender inclusion research and procedures exist, which are aimed at 
promoting gender sensitivity and responsiveness in transport sector policies in developing coun-
tries, the institutional frameworks as well as official and political will to operationalise these, is 
often weak.

A tendency to equate ‘gender’ with ‘women’ has also led to insufficient attention being paid to the 
relationship between women and men as important determinants of mobility outcomes.29 

2.1.4 What can be done
There is a crucial need for transport gender analysis frameworks30 and methodologies, predicat-
ed on a rights-based approach that promotes safe and efficient travel conditions for women who 
have formal employment as well as those who are involved in household/subsistence activities. In 
addition, the inclusion of a gender analysis needs to move from the activities of policy activists 
to mainstream professional practice and be incorporated into public transport planning systems, 
infrastructure, technology and design on a holistic and comprehensive level.

The report makes a number of recommendations and proposes interventions to address gen-
der-based violence, sexual harassment and crimes against women using public transport, that 
could be implemented and would contribute to the realisation of holistic, commuter-centered and 
gender equality in public transport. These include the following:

•	 Transport systems need to be redesigned and improved to be more responsive to the 
practical needs of children, girls, women and other vulnerable groups.

•	 Public spaces, particularly within and around public transport terrains, need to be more 
safer, secure and address the gendered perspective of commuters to contribute to 
improved access and attaining overall gender equality.

•	 Gender needs to be mainstreamed into transport research and implementation processes.

28   FIA Foundation, 2017.
29   Roberts & Babinard, 2004.
30   Venter & Mashiri, 2007.
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2.2 THE PROVISION OF PUBLIC TRANSPORT IN SOUTH AFRICA 

South African statistics indicate that the majority of the population relies on public transport31 to 
commute – and that an estimated 68% of South African households use mini-bus taxi services dai-
ly, followed by 21.1% who use commuter bus services and 9.9% who use commuter rail operations. 
Furthermore, the data from the 2013 National Household Travel Survey (NHTS) revealed that only 
30% of households in South Africa own a car, with the other 70% depending on taxis, buses, trains 
and other non-motorised transport modes, such as cycling and walking.32 

2.2.1 Trains
Metrorail is an operator of commuter rail services in four provinces – the Eastern Cape, Gauteng, 
KwaZulu-Natal and the Western Cape – where it operates in the majority of urban areas. It is 
a division of Passenger Rail Agency of South Africa (PRASA), a wholly state-owned enterprise 
responsible for most of the passenger rail services in the country – and receives a subsidy from 
government. There are 500 stations nationally, that cover approximately 3,100 kilometres of which 
Metrorail operates 468 stations (317 owned by PRASA and 151 by Transnet). 

While Metrorail had previously transported up to two million people a day (accounting for ap-
proximately 15% of public transport commuters in the country), as at 2018, just below one million 
commuter trips were taken on Metrorail daily33. This could reflect the findings from the NHTS 
(2014)34 that revealed that trains are often overcrowded, are not punctual, that commuters often 
live a distance from the stations, and that trains are not safe to travel on.35 Their findings also re-
vealed that some trains do not arrive at all, with 37.8% of train users claiming that the service they 
expected was not available.36 

2.2.2 Mini-bus taxis
Mini-bus taxis are predominantly low capacity (16 seater) vehicles that offer unscheduled services 
on fixed routes – routes managed, and contested, by taxi associations. While they typically depart 
from fixed terminals, they stop anywhere along their route to pick up and drop off passengers. 
Passengers hail taxis by using hand signals to indicate where they are traveling to. 

Mini-bus taxis are the dominant public transport mode as they are perceived to be more accessible 
than trains and buses as well as more flexible, given that they provide numerous route options and 
stops. They transport approximately 15.4 million commuters each day,37 (68% of all commuters), 
the majority of whom are women and girls.38 SA Taxi noted in 2018 that there were 250,000 mini-
bus taxis and 2,600 taxi ranks – and that almost 19 billion kilometres are travelled on taxis each 
year.39

The taxi industry employs about 160,000 operators, 560,000 drivers, 680,000 rank managers, 
queue marshals and other administrative support staff40, most of whom are males including as-
pects of its leadership and governance. This highly male dominated system has an adverse effect 
on gender relations and impacts on women’s perceptions of this transport sector and its services. 

31   Statistics South Africa, 2014.
32  Mtizi, 2018.
33   SA Taxi, 2018
34   National Household Travel Survey, 2014.
35   Statistics SA, 2014.
36   Ngubane, n.d.
37   SA Taxi, 2018.
38   Statistics South Africa, 2013b.
39   SA Taxi, 2018.
40   Safer Spaces, 2019.
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According to the 2012 annual report of the South African Institute of Race Relations, the death rate 
on mini-bus taxi incidents was 27 deaths per 10,000 vehicles, three times higher than nine deaths 
per 10,000 for motor vehicles.41 Furthermore, road safety is a major concern in South Africa with 
59% of all drivers killed in road related accidents reported to have been under the influence of al-
cohol42 and exceeding the speed limit.

2.2.3 Buses
Buses are larger than taxis (taking about 75 passengers), travel on scheduled routes and stops and 
operate within specific areas. As at 2018, there were 19,000 registered buses, 100 bus stations and 
almost one million kilometers travelled per year. Nationally, the bus industry transports approxi-
mately one million commuter trips daily.43

Buses are considered to be cost efficient and are regarded as slightly safer than mini-bus taxis. 
Buses are subsidised by the government, whereas the mini-bus sector is not subsidised and is 
meant to be commercially self-sustaining.

 

41   South African Institute of Race Relations, 2012.
42   Oxford, 2013.
43   SA Taxi, 2018
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3. METHODOLOGY 
In May and June of 2019, Sonke conducted a research study on public transport and gender-based 
violence in Western Cape and Gauteng. This was undertaken as a response to the many personal 
experiences shared on various public platforms by commuters of public transport, particularly 
those who utilise mini-bus taxis, selected buses and Metrorail commuter trains, in the Western 
Cape and Gauteng in South Africa. The research provides a gendered perspective on the impact of 
the lack of safety on public transport in the Western Cape and Gauteng, by highlighting women’s 
and girls’ lived experiences of gender-based violence, sexual harassment and crimes perpetrated 
against them when using public transport. 

3.1 AIMS AND OBJECTIVES

•	 Collect and document commuter experiences of women and girls regarding safety and 
gender-based violence on public transport, particularly in trains, buses and mini-bus taxis.

•	 Understand what women and girls   commuters are experiencing – through hearing their 
own words – and how their mobility and rights are impacted by gender-based violence and 
a lack of safety.

•	 Make recommendations to policy and decision makers and key stakeholders to prioritise 
safety for women and girls   in public transport.

3.2 RESEARCH STUDY METHODS AND DATA COLLECTION INSTRUMENTS

The research utilised qualitative and quantitative methods; data were collected largely through a 
questionnaire (survey) and focus group discussions (FGDs). 

3.2.1 Target audience
Women and girls were the target audience for the study.  Female-presenting respondents within 
the public transport domain were randomly selected to complete the surveys. 

In both cities, the field workers who administered the surveys were women and girls aged between 
19 to 42 years. Fifteen were selected in each province through the Sonke community action teams, 
using a set of selection criteria. 

The focus group discussion participants were also selected through the Sonke community action 
team, though using different eligibility criterion. They were women and girls aged between 20 to 
57 years.

3.2.2 The surveys
The survey consisted of 15 questions, divided into three sections of five questions each. Some 
used a three-point Likert scale (true/false/not sure) to record their responses, while others were 
open-ended, requiring descriptive detailed responses. 
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Thirty trained female field workers conducted the data collection process by administrating the 
questionnaires, accompanied by information sheets with consent statements to interviewees. The 
administration of the surveys took place at the main public transport hub sites in the central busi-
ness districts of Cape Town (Western Cape) and Johannesburg (Gauteng).

Figure 1: Total number of survey respondents in Gauteng and the Western Cape 

The final number of surveys in the dataset was 1,021, of which 596 were from the Western Cape 
and 425 from Gauteng, as illustrated in Figure 1. 

There was only one instance in which a respondent – in Gauteng – had already completed a ques-
tionnaire within two to three days of the period the survey was being administered, and was 
therefore excluded. A further 92 questionnaires were also excluded as they were either poorly 
completed or incomplete, and thus regarded as spoilt. 

The 1,021 who completed the survey will be referred to as ‘respondents’ (while those in the focus 
group discussions will be ‘participants’).

3.2.3 Focus group discussions
Two focus group discussions were conducted by the researcher in each province with a view to 
getting in-depth responses to supplement the survey responses. They comprised of approximate-
ly 20 women in each, and an estimated total of 40 girls and women were reached.  They will be 
referred to as ‘FGD participants’.

The focus group discussions were held in areas that were considered to be highly active and had 
busy public transport intersections. In the Western Cape, they were conducted in Gugulethu (a 
peri-urban area located in the peripheral areas), which has access to taxi rank, Metrorail trains and 
buses. 

In Gauteng they were held in Tembisa (a peri-urban area located in the peripheral areas of Gauteng) 
and Braamfontein (located in the urban and central city centre of Johannesburg), which houses 
the Noord taxi rank, Bree taxi rank, intracity transport stations, and platforms where metro rail 
trains, buses and mini-bus taxis are accessed, within close proximity of one another. 

3.2.4 Collation of data
The survey responses were entered on a database and a simple thematic sorting undertaken, to 
produce the evidence presented in this report and from which findings are made. 

Western Cape 596

Gauteng 425

0 200 400 600 800
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3.3 PROJECT PHASES

3.3.1 Phase 1: Project Inception
An inception meeting was facilitated at the beginning of the research project in January 2019, 
comprising the team members who would assist with conducting the research, such as assisting 
with the mobilisation, training and capacity building of field workers. Internal experts in research 
and in monitoring and evaluation gave perspectives to ensure that data collection instruments 
were aligned with project aim and objectives. 

Desk-top research on international best practices on participatory research tools, and subsequent 
adaptation in the South African context, was conducted in February 2019. Thereafter, the partic-
ipatory research proposal and methodological guidelines were developed. Research data collec-
tion instruments for quantitative and qualitative research were developed, including training and 
capacity building materials for the field workers. 

3.3.2 Phase 2: Participatory research tools testing 
In February 2019 a focus group discussion of ten women, between the ages of 18 and 55 years, was 
held to test the participatory research tools for the qualitative and quantitative methods (ques-
tionnaires and questions for the focus group discussions) as well as the training materials for the 
field workers. The tools were finalised in March 2019 and the process of formalising them following 
the focus group, and internal evaluation of the research instruments by Sonke’s research, monitor-
ing and evaluation unit, was concluded in April 2019. 

3.3.3 Phase 3: Field worker training and data collection process 
Field workers were procured and trained in May and June 2019, and the qualitative and quantitative 
data collection was conducted in the two provinces. 

3.3.4 Phase 4: Data entry and analysis processes
The development of applicable reporting mechanisms and databases, and the entry of data, 
was initiated in July 2019. This was followed in September 2019 by a process of analysis and 
interpretation of research findings. 

3.3.5 Phase 5: Inter-project consultations
A project consultative meeting was facilitated in October 2019 – comprising key public transport 
stakeholders, representatives of civil society organisations and key community-based organisations 
and forum representatives – to address the findings of the study and provide inputs on the 
presentation of the study findings. This included general commuters and representatives of the 
bus, mini-bus taxi and train sectors.

A project close-out and reflection meeting was hosted in November 2019 comprising the key 
internal experts in various areas of research development such as monitoring and evaluation, 
community education and mobilisation, strategic communication and information and policy 
development and advocacy. This marked the finalisation of the consultations regarding project 
findings.
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3.3.6 Phase 6: Post-research interventions
A post-research meeting will be hosted with key stakeholders to present and discuss the findings, 
address the recommendations and devise a way forward. This would include identifying approaches 
to operationalising the recommendations and needed interventions, to realise the safety of women 
and girls (including children) when using public transport and highlighting the impact gender-
based violence, sexual harassment and crimes against women have on their mobility, safety, rights 
and overall health and wellbeing. 

The meeting will comprise of field workers who were involved in the data collection and women 
and girls involved in the focus group discussions. In addition key policy makers, decision makers 
and public transport key stakeholders will be present to discuss the findings and address the 
recommendations, to devise a way forward. 
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4. DEMOGRAPHICS AND PROFILE OF    
SURVEY RESPONDENTS

The demographic information collected about the survey respondents were their age and gender; 
the number of children in the household and if these children use public transport; their occupa-
tion and the suburb/area in which they lived. They were also asked if they were users of public 
transport in order to verify that the purpose of their being at transport hubs was to use public 
transport.

4.1 PROFILE OF SURVEY RESPONDENTS 
4.1.1 Gender
While all respondents presented as women and girls, they were asked to identify their gender 
through means of indicating whether they are ‘female’ or ‘prefer not to say’. Of the total number 
of respondents, 13% (77 respondents) in the Western Cape and 3% (12 respondents) in Gauteng 
preferred not to disclose their gender. 

Figure 2: Gender of survey respondents in Gauteng and the Western Cape 

4.1.2 Age 
Four categories to describe the ages of the respondents were developed: ‘adolescents’ (10 – 19 
years old), ‘young women’ (20 – 35), ‘women’ (36 – 55) and ‘elderly women’ (55+)

Table 1: Ages of survey respondents: by province

Age range
 (in years)

Category Western Cape Gauteng TOTAL

10 – 19 Adolescents 28 5% 160 38% 188 18%

20 – 35 Young women 389 65% 177 42% 566 55%

36 – 55 Women 142 24% 41 10% 183 18%

55+ Elderly women 24 4% 6 2% 30 3%

Prefer not to 
say 13 2% 41 8% 54 5%

TOTAL 596 100% 425 100% 1,021 100%

Gauteng 596

Western Cape 

0 20% 40% 60% 80% 120%100%

87%

97%

13%
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•	 The largest proportion of the respondents – just over half (55%) – were ‘young women’, 
though there were more in the Western Cape than in Gauteng (65% and 42% respectively).

•	 ‘Adolescents’ and ‘women’ were equally represented in the total sample at 18% each – 
although there were far more adolescents among the Gauteng respondents (38%) than the 
Western Cape (5%). (This is discussed below.)  ‘Women’ were more highly represented in 
the sample in the Western Cape (28%) than in Gauteng (2.4%).

•	 The proportions of ‘elderly women’ were small: 4% in the Western Cape and 2% in Gauteng.

•	 There were no respondents aged 0 to 9 years involved in the study.

Figure 3: Age disaggregated data of survey respondents:  
Gauteng and the Western Cape

These differences in the number of adolescents are thought to be attributable to the months in 
which the surveys were conducted. The survey in Gauteng was conducted in May 2019 during 
the school term, while the Western Cape surveys were conducted in June 2019 when adolescents 
are on school holiday. Both of the surveys were conducted during daylight off-peak hours, which 
accounts for the larger sample of adolescents in Gauteng who, presumably, were surveyed when 
they had left school and were at the public transport hubs to commute home (or to other desti-
nations). As the Western Cape survey was conducted during school holidays, young people were 
unlikely to be travelling en masse regularly on public transport, at the times and sites where the 
study was being conducted. 

Among the ‘young women’, ‘women’ and ‘elderly’ age groups, a small percentage was observed 
to include women who were accompanying children (below five years old); there were also elderly 
people and people with disabilities who were commuting alone. 

The average age in the Western Cape was 32 years old, with the youngest respondent being aged 
16 years and the oldest, 90 years. In Gauteng the average age was 21 with the youngest respondent 
being aged 10 years and the oldest, 64 years. These ranges indicate the population dynamics and 
give an indication of the users of public transport in both provinces.

4.1.3 Children
There were also marked differences between the two provinces regarding women who had chil-
dren – partly to be expected given the preponderance of adolescents in the Gauteng sample. Of 
the 596 respondents in the Western Cape, 69% indicated that they had children compared with 
16% in Gauteng. Of all of these, a combined total of 48% reflected that their children use public 
transport. 

This resonates with the findings of the National Household Travel Survey (NHTS),44 which states 
that approximately 3.7 million pupils use public transport to commute to institutions of primary 
and secondary learning.45

44   National Household Travel Survey, 2014.
45   Statistics South Africa, 2014.
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4.1.4 Occupation
Figure 4 below shows that 53% of the respondents in the Western Cape were employed, while only 
23% of those in Gauteng were working. This is balanced by a very high proportion of the Gauteng 
respondents being students – 59% – compared with 16% in the Western Cape, reflecting the pre-
ponderence of adolescents in Gauteng, reported above. (This is interesting, given that the survey 
was administered in off-peak times when working and school-going children might typically be 
travelling.)

Given the age profiles of the respondents presented above, it is not surprising that about three 
quarters of the respondents are using public transport either to get to school (about 37%) or work 
(also about 37%).

Figure 4: Occupations of respondents in Gauteng and the Western Cape

13% and 9% indicated they were self-employed and/or work for themselves in the Western Cape 
and Gauteng respectively, while 18% and 9% reported that they were unemployed. Interestingly the 
unemployment rate of respondents – averaged at 13,5% across both provinces – is lower than the 
national rate of 29,5% (using the official definition of unemployment) as reported in the second 
quarter of 2018 by the Quarterly Labour Force Survey.46 The same Labour Force Survey added that 
the rate of unemployment amongst women was 7.5 percentage points higher than that of males. 
That men are slightly more likely to be in paid employment than women limits women’s relative 
ability to afford access to quality public transport – or to access other public transport modes at 
an additional cost – thus putting out of their reach, transport that may have greater security and 
safety measures in place. 

Furthermore, about a third (32.3%) of the approximately 10.3 million persons aged 15 to 24 years in 
the third quarter of 2019, were not in employment, education, or training (NEET). If this age range 
is expanded by ten years to include people up to 34 years old, 40% of these 20.4 million people 
aged 15-34 years, were classified as NEET.

As the unemployment rates among respondents are much lower than those reported in the 
literature, a provisional, though untested assumption is that unemployment limits access to public 
transport, given the costs. 

These occupations underscore the importance of safety on public transport, as most women 
cannot afford alternative modes of transport, and their use of public transport is directly linked 
to their access to education institutions and to the labour market. Experiences of gender-based 
violence, sexual harassment and other crimes perpetrated against women and girls influences their 
willingness to take public transport to work, school and other extra-mural events and activities.

46   Statistics South Africa, 2019.
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4.1.5 Residence and location
The survey respondents were accessed at the busiest public transport hubs in the central business 
districts (CBD) in Cape Town (Western Cape) and Johannesburg (Gauteng) being the main points 
of transit, destination or point of departure for the respondents.

These comprise mainly of a taxi rank used by mini-bus taxis from a variety of associations, and 
transiting through similar and different routes; a bus terminal that houses the main bus services 
(such as PUTCO, Golden Arrow, Rea Vaya and Sibanye); and the train platforms and stations 
for trains operated by various providers, but, in the context of this report, primarily focusing on 
PRASA-run Metrorail commuter trains. 

In the Western Cape respondents transiting via the CBD in Cape Town came from a total of 69 
locations, while in Gauteng those transiting through the Johannesburg CBD cited 92 locations. 

In the Western Cape, respondents were located in seven main neighbourhood cluster areas: 
Helderberg, West Coast, Northern Suburbs, Cape Flats, Southern Suburbs, Atlantic Seaboard and 
the Central CBD – and in three outlying towns. In Gauteng the respondents lived in the City of 
Johannesburg Metropolitan Municipality (Central Gauteng), Ekurhuleni (Eastern Gauteng), West 
Rand, City of Tshwane (Northern Suburbs) and Sedibeng (Southern Suburbs). 

A complete list is given in (Appendix A).
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5. FINDINGS
This section reports the detailed findings from the survey and of the focus group discussions.

5.1 FREQUENCY OF USE AND TIME SPENT ON PUBLIC TRANSPORT

There are a number of factors – structural, systematic and including social determinants – that have 
an impact on how commuters, particularly women and girls, interact and utilise public transport 
in South Africa. These include the legacy of the spatial dislocation and affective displacement 
created by the segregated development of poorer households which often require travelling long 
distances daily, exposing women and girls to risks for their health, safety and personal security. 

The frequency of use of public transport, the number of trips and modes of transport, and time 
spent on public transport are reported here.

5.1.1 Frequency of public transport use 
The frequency of the respondents’ use of public transport in each province was calculated based 
on the number of days in a week they said they would most likely use public transport. The options 
in the survey ranged from once a week to every day. 

Figure 5: Frequency of use of public transport

Most of the respondents across both provinces – about half (46%) – utilise public transport five 
days a week, while about a third (31%) use it every day, seven days a week (with a higher proportion 
doing so in the Western Cape (33%) than Gauteng (28%), possibly to do with the preponderence 
of school-going adolescents). The remaining 9% use public transport less than four times a week 
and 5% once a week.

5.1.2 Number of trips and modes of transport
A total of 1,186 trips was taken by the 1,021 respondents, as some respondents use several modes 
of transport for the same trip. The number of trips in a single commute between two points, was 
based on the number of public transport modes an individual used to travel from point A to point 
B. The CBD was considered as the main point of departure and the residence their destination or 
vice versa. 
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An example of an actual trip is as follows: departing from home (in Appendix A) to travel to the 
CBD, the commuter will walk for about two kilometers to the nearest train station. After travelling 
part of the way by train, they change transport modes, walking a short distance within the trans-
port hub to board a mini-bus taxi (as trains do not stop close to their intended destinations and 
taxis use routes that do). The commuter then walks for about 800 metres to their destination. 

Table 2 depicts the trips and frequency of utilisation of public transport modes used by respon-
dents as they commute from the CBD to their destination location. 

Table 2: Proportions of all trips taken by survey respondents 
 – by mode of transport and province

W Cape Gauteng Total

% of 1186 % of 1186 % of 1186

Mini-bus taxi 312 26% 289 24% 601 51%

Bus 104 9% 78 7% 182 15%

Train 138 12% 33 3% 171 14%

Walk 31 3% 62 5% 93 8%

Private transport 15 1% 39 3% 54 5%

Taxi hailing service 22 2% 23 2% 45 4%

All 18 2% 15 1% 33 3%

Cycle 2 0% 5 0% 7 1%

Total trips 642 54% 544 46% 1186 100%

Mini-bus taxis are the mode of public transport most utilised by far by the respondents (51%) 
followed by buses (15%) – after which the proportions descend to the use of trains (14%) and 
other modes of transport. The popularity of mini-bus taxis coincides with the NHTS47  Gauteng 
Province profile which noted that 68% use this form of transport – but this is then followed by 
trains (20.3%) and buses at 15%.48 Given that many people must walk to a taxi route, station or 
bus-stop, a surprisingly small percentage of respondents noted that they include walking in their 
trip (8%) while only 1% said they included cycling. 

(The Gauteng profile of the NHTS49 noted there were approximately 313,000 households with at 
least one bicycle in working order, 23,000 of which owned more than three bicycles and lived in 
metropolitan areas. This correlates with the small percentage of respondents who use cycling as a 
supplementary mode for commuting.)

An average of 5% of respondents across both provinces said they use private vehicles to commute, 
in addition to public transport. Although the findings do not reveal if they own these or are 
participating in car pools, it may include parking in designated areas within public transport terrains 
and utilising public transport to get them to their destinations, as this is sometimes deemed to be 
more efficient than driving. 

Respondents in both provinces also use taxi hailing services (4%) in combination with other public 
transport modes like mini-bus taxis and/or trains. 

47   National Household Travel Survey, 2013.
48   Statistics South Africa, 2013a.
49   National Household Travel Survey, 2013.
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These findings become important when read against the modes of transport which are reported 
to be the riskiest in terms of personal safety and GBV. 

5.1.3 Time spent on public transport 
Respondents were asked to estimate the time (in minutes) they spend for a one-way trip daily when 
using public transport, from when they leave their homes to when they reach their destination 
which, in this case, is the CBD.50 

The average travel time was 50 minutes in Gauteng and 69 minutes in the Western Cape – bearing 
in mind that the respondents were accessed during off-peak hours (08h00 – 16h00). This is 
important as the roads of both the greater Cape Town and Johannesburg areas are increasingly 
congested at peak times, which can result in protracted times spent in the traffic. It was also noted 
that times might fluctuate depending on the times of year and on specific calendar dates. These 
off-peak times, then, can be considered to be conservative as time on the road may increase 
significantly in peak times. 

Time spent commuting includes delays while waiting for the taxis to be filled to capacity before 
the trip can begin. While waiting times ranged from 10 to 20 minutes during daylight off-peak 
hours, these are shorter during peak times, ranging between three and ten minutes, particularly in 
the mornings and the evenings. 

As noted above, the Western Cape respondents were located in seven main neighbourhood 
cluster areas: Helderberg, West Coast, Northern Suburbs, Cape Flats, Southern Suburbs, Atlantic 
Seaboard and the Central CBD while in Gauteng they lived in the City of Johannesburg Metropolitan 
Municipality (Central Gauteng), Ekurhuleni (Eastern Gauteng), West Rand, City of Tshwane 
(Northern Suburbs) and Sedibeng (Southern Suburbs). As these areas are large, travel times will 
be affected by the starting point within them and the road system to the CBD. 

50   Question 6 of the survey: ‘If you think of a typical day that you make use of public transport, approximately (rough estimate) how 
many minutes in total daily do you spend travelling from the time you leave your house to when you get back to your house?’ The 
answer was in the number of minutes spent.
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Table 3: Average travel times to the city centres of Cape Town and Johannesburg

Western Cape
Time  

(minutes)
Gauteng

Time 
(minutes)

Southern Suburbs 51 Johannesburg Metropolitan 
Municipality (Central Gauteng)

49

Cape Flats 72 Ekurhuleni (Eastern Gauteng) 45

Helderberg 87 City of Tshwane (Northern Suburbs) 50

Northern Suburbs 73 Sedibeng (Southern Suburbs) 45

West Coast 180 West Rand 90

Atlantic Seaboard 15

Central CBD 20

5.1.3.1 Western Cape

The average time from the Southern Suburbs of Cape Town to the CBD by mini-bus taxi, was not-
ed by 18% of the commuter respondents as 51 minutes whereas the average travel time by train, 
(particularly departing from the Kenilworth Station) was reported as 25 minutes during the same 
times of the day (though different starting points would need to be considered).

The average time from the Cape Flats to the City Centre was noted as 72 minutes, by 28% of the 
commuter respondents. 

Of the 31% respondents who commuted from the Northern Suburbs to the Cape Town CBD using 
buses and mini-bus taxis, the average time spent was 73 minutes, while from Helderberg the aver-
age commuting time was 87 minutes by 4% of the respondents.

Of the 8% of Western Cape respondents who commute within the Central CBD, the average com-
muting time is 20 minutes. Almost 11% of commuters who have to commute to areas within the 
Atlantic Seaboard, noted that the average time it takes them to get there is 15 minutes.

5.1.3.2 Gauteng

Travel times in the greater Johannesburg area – from the places of residence to the CBD using a 
bus or mini-bus taxi – ranged from 37 to 49 minutes. Of the 37% respondents commuting from the 
City of Johannesburg Metropolitan Municipality to the CBD, the average time spent is 49 minutes. 

Average time from Eastern Gauteng was noted as 45 minutes by 20% of the respondents and the 
average time for 25% of the respondents commuting from the Northern Suburbs to the City Centre 
with buses and mini-bus taxis, was noted at 50 minutes, taking into consideration the estimated 
distance between the Johannesburg CBD and Northern Suburbs (particularly Pretoria CBD) is 58 
kilometers. 

The average time spent from the Southern Suburbs to the City Centre by mini-bus taxi was noted 
as 45 minutes during off-peak times, by 18% of the respondents. 
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5.1.4 Summary
The frequency of use, and time spent on, various modes of transport have a direct bearing on the 
extent to which vulnerable commuters – in this case women and girls – are exposed to the risks 
described in this report. The travel time in itself is problematic, due to the various factors that 
contribute to the amount of time commuters spend in transit, in terms of the focus for this report, 
it is noted that public transport and daily travel is a reality around the world – so much so, that it 
provides opportunities for potential harm, and crime - given the prevalence of GBV and violence 
in South Africa, and particularly in Western Cape and Gauteng. 

Certain factors such as trains unexpectedly stopping between stations for extended periods of 
time, and delayed and unreliable services are some of the issues that commuters potentially expe-
rience, given the status and inefficiency of the commuter rail services. However, these issues were 
not explicitly examined in this research, and the average travel times recorded in this section is 
based on commuters’ lived daily experiences and time spent commuting. 

5.2 WOMEN’S PERCEPTIONS OF RISK TO THEIR SAFETY AND PERSONAL 
SECURITY 

The survey responses revealed that women are faced with serious issues regarding safety on public 
transport. While their experiences vary, they show that women are subject to persistent and high 
levels of physical and verbal violence and harm when using mini-bus taxis, trains and/or buses in 
both provinces. 

Figure 6: Respondents’ perceptions of risk

The questionnaire surveyed women’s and girls’ perceptions of how likely it was for them to 

•	 be pickpocketed or robbed if using public transport around peak hours;

•	 be sexually harassed and or/groped on a train/bus/mini-bus taxi; 

•	 feel too afraid to board a train/bus/taxi if they are alone with only men; and

•	 avoid taking public transport at night for fear of crime and violence; 

The overall findings for each province are shown in Figure 6 – after which each factor is 
elaborated on in detail below. 
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5.2.1 Pickpocketed or robbed
Of the 1,021 respondents, 744 (73%) said they thought they would be ‘pickpocketed or robbed if 
they used public transport during the peak hours of 6am-8am and/or 4pm-6pm’.51 This comprised 
482 respondents (81%) in the Western Cape and 262 (62%) respondents in Gauteng. Similar 
proportions in each province were unsure if they would be pickpocketed or robbed, being 87 
(20%) of the respondents in Gauteng and 112 (19%) in the Western Cape. 

Some respondents said:

Two people in the Western Cape (1%) thought this statement was false – i.e. they were not likely 
to be pickpocketed or robbed – compared with 76 (18%) in Gauteng. 

5.2.2 Sexually harassed and/or groped
A high proportion of the total respondents from both provinces – 88% or 901 respondents – 
thought they would be at risk of being sexually harassed and/or groped on a crowded train/bus/
taxi.52 This was higher among the Western Cape respondents at 91% (542  respondents) than 84% 
(359 respondents) in Gauteng. 

They said:

8% (45 respondents) in the Western Cape and 12% (53 respondents) in Gauteng were not sure if 
they would be at risk of being sexually harassed and/or groped if they boarded a crowded train/
bus/taxi – while 1.5% (9 respondents) and 3% (13 respondents) respectively did not think they 
would be.

51   Question 7 of the survey: ‘I would be pickpocketed or robbed if I used public transport during 06am- 08 am and/or 4pm- 6pm.’ - True 
/False/Not sure.

52   Question 8 of the survey: ‘There is a big risk of being sexually harassed and/or groped if I boarded a crowded train/bus/taxi.’ - True/ 
False/Not sure

“My worst experience is getting robbed and touched while in the bus.” 
(0128GP)

“My worst experience was being robbed [while] in a train.” (0131GP)

“One day guys with guns entered the train and robbed us of our 
phones.” (0040CPT)

“Last year we wanted to go to Sea Point in a taxi but they took us 
somewhere - so I was raped.” (0165CPT)

“When I go to the transport we mix with lots of robbers, some 
with knife others with guns. We have many problems such as rape.” 

(0144GP)

“My worst experience is that I got raped in the transport.” (0057GP)

“I got stabbed and raped in a train.” (0114GP)
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5.2.3 Only men on board
Again a very high proportion – 89% or 909 of the total respondents – said they feel unsafe getting 
onto a train/mini-bus taxi/bus when there are only men on board.53 A slightly higher proportion in 
the Western Cape felt this (92% – 548 respondents) while 85% of the Gauteng respondents did so.

Only 8% of respondents (78 girls and women in both provinces) did not feel unsafe getting onto 
a train/mini-bus taxi/bus when there are only men on board – being 5% (32 respondents) of the 
Western Cape respondents and 11% (46 respondents) of those in Gauteng. (Very few respondents 
were unsure: 16 (3%) in the Western Cape and 18 (4%) in Gauteng.)

While the following comments are not about there being only men on board, the presence of a lot 
of men is experienced as threatening. They said:

5.2.4 Public transport at night 
Almost all of the respondents – 916 or 90% – agreed that they would not take public transport 
at night for fear of crime and violence.54 This was again slightly higher among Western Cape 
respondents – 94% or 560 women and girls – compared with 84% (356 women and girls) in 
Gauteng. 

They said:

Conversely 9% (37 respondents) in Gauteng would not avoid taking public transport at night for 
fear of crime and violence, while only 3% (20 respondents) in the Western Cape felt this. 

(A few respondents were unsure – being 10 (2%) in the Western Cape and 26 (6%) in Gauteng.)

53   Question 9 of the survey: ‘I feel afraid to board a train/bus/taxi if I am alone with only men in the space with me’ - True/False/Not sure.
54   Question 10 of the survey: ‘I would not take public transport at night in fear of crime and violence.’ - True/False/Not sure.

“My worst experience was getting stuck on the freeway with a taxi 
full of men.” (0301GP)

“I make sure I don’t use public transport during the night or when 
there is men.” (0346GP)

“My worst experience is men drivers wanted to touch me [in the 
taxi].” (01424GP)

“My worst experience is sitting in a train carriage with too many 
men.” (0143CPT)

“I don’t travel with a train at night.” (0124GP)

“When it was late at night they didn’t treat me well — they didn’t 
let me out at my destination.” (0410GP)

“My friend got sexually abused in the situation at night and I was a 
witness.” (0352CPT)

“No, at night I don’t feel safe.” (0027CPT)
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5.3 EXPERIENCES OF VIOLENCE AND ABUSE ON PUBLIC TRANSPORT

In their survey responses, women and girls reported the following summarised experiences of 
public transport:

•	 Rape and sexual abuse while on board public transport, perpetrated mostly by drivers. 

•	 Rape and sexual assault while walking to, or waiting for, public transport.

•	 Men masturbating or rubbing their genitals on women’s bodies in crowded trains, buses 
and mini-bus taxis.

•	 Sexual harassment on board trains, buses and mini-bus taxis. 

•	 Criminals and gangsters boarding public transport and stealing valuables from passengers. 

•	 Passengers being stabbed during robberies. 

•	 Drivers being rude and verbally abusive.

•	 Mini-bus taxi drivers – sometimes intoxicated – driving recklessly and fast.

The forms of harassment and safety concerns frequently reported by survey respondents can be 
identified as physical harassment; verbal harassment and visual harassment. The responses have 
been categorised below, including direct quotes from participants highlighting the issues raised. 
The quotes as well as findings were gathered from the survey, as well as the focus group discus-
sions (FGDs). 

5.3.1 Sexual assault and violence 
Sexual abuse including rape, sexual violence such as masturbation and inappropriate touching 
have been reported numerous times in the survey and during the FGDs. 

Men expose their genitals in front of women and girls, and grope and touch them, commonly in 
overcrowded buses and trains.

“I have been robbed in a train, men masturbated on me; I only 
saw when out and wet.” (0556CPT)

“One day on a very full train a man released his sperm on me. My 
shirt was all wet behind me with white stuff.” (0300GP)

“I was squashed [in the train] and the man next to me – his penis 
was rising and luckily I feel it in time.” (0034CPT)

“On my way to the tax rank I was approached by three taxi 
drivers who took our phones and started touching our breasts, 

claiming they are looking for money.” (FGD participant, Gauteng)
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The most common form of sexual abuse reported in the survey, however, was rape – by the mini-
bus taxi drivers in the taxi and/or on the taxi ranks. Most women reported that their perpetrators 
were mini-bus taxi drivers who raped them in remote locations off the usual taxi route or at night. 
In one case in Gauteng, a woman reported having been raped by a gang of young boys in a taxi; 
the taxi driver did not assist and helped in executing the sexual abuse.

They said:

5.3.2 Visual and verbal harassment
Women and girls reported facing verbal abuse, including shouting and inappropriate language, by 
mini-bus taxi drivers and passengers alike. In addition, taxi drivers and male passengers leer and 
stare at women inappropriately (visual harassment).

“I took a taxi late because the train was delayed and I was raped 
by three guys. That is how I had a baby.” (00402GP)

“I got raped in the train two times.” (00417GP)

“I was raped by the taxi driver.” (00463GP)

“I was raped and robbed by two guys while I was waiting for a bus 
to arrive.” (00331CPT)

“The day I walk to the bus stop I got robbed by two men and gun 
pointed; and also try to rape me.” (00339CPT)

“I was followed once I get off the train by five guys who wanted 
to rape and kill me because I did not have anything for them to 

steal.” (00392CPT)

“Last night, I took a late bus. The driver took a detour and the 
passengers attacked the driver and the passengers fought amongst 

themselves.” (0110CPT)

 “I was wearing a short skirt when I was harassed by a passenger 
who said I must come and sit on his lap. When I refused, I 

was called names and sworn at and all the passengers in the 
taxi could hear and did nothing. Even degrading names like 

“Ucabanga ukuthi uyislenda kunti uyifurumba, lent’emyama le”. 
[You think you are slender but you are actually overly obese, you 

dark skinned thing].” (FGD participant, Gauteng)

“I wanted change and the driver shouted at me that he doesn’t 
have any change.” (0335GP)
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5.3.3 Violence and crime
The dominant kinds of violence and crime reported were robbery and pickpocketing, commonly at 
gunpoint and other weapons. A number of other incidents of violence and crime while commuting 
were noted.

In addition to gangsters threatening and robbing passengers, it was noted that some taxi drivers 
were noted to carry guns, either on themselves or stored in their vehicle compartments, and 
threaten passengers with them.

“In a taxi the driver kept looking at me through his mirror when 
I was sitting at the back, then he decided to change the route and 

dropped me off in the wrong place and ended up shouting and 
scolding me when I complained.” (FGD participant, Gauteng)

“I was called names at the taxi rank, by drivers and the gintsa’s [que 
marshals] because of what I was wearing a dress that was at least five 
fingers above my knees and it showed my shoulders (boob tube cut). 
Everyone was looking at me and I was really embarrassed and afraid 

of what can happen to me next.” (FGD participant, Gauteng)

“I got a lift to Fourways so I can get taxis to Diepsloot. A taxi from 
Randburg came, offered a ride, later it was stopped by random people 

, shouting and saying that we must all get off. We were physically 
escorted out of the taxi and it turned out that the people and the 
driver of the taxi were rivals/enemies.” (FGD participant, Gauteng)

“I was pickpocketed in a taxi.” (0014 GP)

“Once I was alone in a taxi and I was scared because they were gang-
sters.” (0084GP)

“The gangsters came into the bus with empty bags and started robbing 
us.” (0342GP)

“They shout [at] someone in the train and they throw people out of the 
motion [moving] train if the doors are open.” (0036GP)

“No I don’t feel safe because people drink beers and are drunk.” 
(0030CPT)

“Sometimes I do not feel safe because when the taxi stops at the robots 
[traffic lights] criminals come and break the windows and take bags and 

phones.” (0043CPT)
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“A friend of mine was coming from Tembisa going to Alex. On the way the taxi 
driver said he is going to drop her off last. She agreed not knowing that the 
driver had other intentions which were he wanted to take her to his place. She 
refused [and] the driver dropped her off at a place in the middle of nowhere 
that she did not know, and called her names and left her there.” 
(FGD participant, Gauteng)

“My friend was coming from a 
party and was stopped by a taxi 
driver who was asking her out; 
then she refused, he got out of 
the car and started pulling her 

into the taxi by force.” 
(FGD participant, Western Cape)

Other experiences highlighted by women and girls

“If you are sick they are scared of you 
like they are going to be infected and 

you will infect them by just seeing 
them, which is not right because 

sometimes ambulance are scarce or 
delaying to fetch you; then the option 

b is to use public transport.” 
(FGD participant, Gauteng)

“I was called names by the taxi driver 
because I did not want to give my 

10’s [phone number].” 
(FGD participant, Western Cape)

“An elderly woman was in a taxi, when she 
asked the driver to drop her somewhere, 

because the driver was not familiar with the 
place, he started swearing [at] her instead 

of explaining that he doesn’t know.” 
(FGD participant, Western Cape)

“I was in the taxi in front then one of the passengers did not pay their full 
individual amount so I asked if anyone did not pay and no one responded. And 
the driver started calling me names and blaming me for not counting well. He 
threatened to return back to the taxi rank and when all the other passengers 
started complaining and demanding their monies, the driver stopped the taxi 
and threatened everyone to say no one will get the money and no one will leave 
the taxi until all the money is paid. At the end of the 45 minute brawl, I was 
running late and I was forced by the taxi driver to pay the amount. From that 
day, I never sat in the front seat.”
(FGD participant, Western Cape)

“During my pregnancy I 
was forced to sit in the 

back seat. It was hot and 
there was not enough 
space. I was suffering.” 

(FGD participant, Gauteng)
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“The driver told me to sit in the back of the taxi because I was eating and I 
told him I was sitting in the front because I get off in the first stop. The driver 
made me sit in the back and he intentionally did not stop in the first stop 
when I asked to get off – I started asking him to stop from the back seat and 
he was saying I am making noise and eating in his car so he will not drop me 
off where he wants to drop me off and stopped in the third stop. I had to wait 
for an hour for another taxi to approach and take another taxi again back to 
my original stop.”
(FGD participant, Gauteng)

“I was in a taxi and I was 
sitting in front. I was not 
in charge of counting the 
money but two passengers 

did not pay their full 
amount, so we had to 
return back to the taxi 

rank and take other taxis.” 
(FGD participant)

“The driver called me names because I was thin. At first he was making a 
proposal to me and asking me personal questions and saying I am beautiful 
and he wants to marry me. But when I told him to stop talking to me and 
said it loud enough for the whole taxi to hear me, he started calling me names 
and saying I was thin and looked like I was having HIV and dying of AIDS.” 
(FGD participant, Western Cape)

“There is no professionalism 
in the taxi industry. 
Women are bullied by taxi 
drivers. The drivers have 
criminal records and no 
background is done of who 
they are. There are [those] 
who are serial rapists and 
known to the communities 
as serial rapist inside the 
taxis. There is robberies and 
stabbings while commuting, 
some of the taxis are falling 
apart and if you sit in the 
front, the driver asks you 
to be in control of the hand 
brake or some functionality 
of the car while he drives 
because all the wires are 
sticking out and the taxi is 
literally falling apart.” 
(FGD participant, Gauteng)

“We really need to make taxi drivers, 
and even their queue marshal helpers, 
know that it is not right to call people, 
especially women and girls, insulting 
names. It is not good for neither one’s 
mental health, and it is an attack on 

women’s confidence and self-esteem. It 
is not right and should stop.” 
(FGD participant, Western Cape)

Other experiences highlighted by women and girls
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5.3.4 Drivers
As described by a number of respondents above, some mini-bus taxi drivers verbally abuse and 
shout at women and girls. They cat-call and tease, unwantedly; they sexually harass women and 
girls, sometimes due to their choice of clothing, and can be physically threatening and violent. 
Some drivers threaten future sexual harassment if the women and girls do not behave in a certain 
way towards them – and women report having been beaten by taxi drivers. Women report that taxi 
drivers shout at them if they ask questions or inform drivers about service problems on the bus. 

Some of the respondents and participants noted intoxicated mini-bus taxi drivers who drive too 
fast and endanger the safety of their passengers, some of whom are women and girls. 

5.3.5 While waiting/walking 
Additionally, women noted that harassment takes place in public spaces around bus and train 
stations, taxi ranks and bus stops. There are incidences when women and girls have to walk from 
the public terrains to get to their points of arrival and/or departure, and are subjected to various 
forms of crime and violence. 

 “No, some drivers are drunk.” (0049GP)

“We had an accident because the driver was drunk.” (0232CPT)

“Taxi drivers are drunk and reckless.” (0133GP)

“I was driving with a taxi driver who was drunk and we almost had 
an accident.” (0223CPT)

“Got into an accident due to high speed the driver was driving in” 
(0053CPT)

“I was in a taxi when we were next to where we were going, we had 
an accident and I broke my arm and the bone was dislocated and 

was showing through my skin. I was not taken to the hospital or the 
clinic and till today I am this way.” (FGD participant, Gauteng)

“Drivers in a taxi, they shout at you and even if you lost something 
in a taxi they won’t give.” (00425GP)

“No, I do not feel safe because taxi drivers are rude and they shout.” 
(0025GP)

“I was raped and robbed by two guys while I was waiting for a bus to 
arrive.” (0331GP)

“The day I walked to the bus stop I got robbed by two men at gun 
point, also try to rape me.” (0335GP)
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5.3.6 Persons with disabilities 
The survey asked about the vulnerability of people with disabilities.55

A total of 836 respondents (82%) thought that a person living with disabilities would be able to 
use public transport ‘without a hassle’. This was higher among the Western Cape respondents than 
those from Gauteng, being 94% (560 respondents) and 65% (276 respondents) respectively. This 
means that the survey respondents do not regard people with disabilities as being especially vul-
nerable to being robbed or hurt – although one respondent, with a disability, said:

18% (86 respondents) in both provinces were unsure, being 39 respondents (3%) in the Western 
Cape and 158 (25%) in Gauteng.

Figure 7: Perception of the safety of people with disabilities using public transport

55   Question 11 of the survey; ‘I think a person living with disabilities will be able to use public transport without a hassle’ - 
True/False/Not sure.

Unsure
Could use 
public transport 
without hassle

18%

82%

“Because of my condition so anyone can take advantage of me 
(I am a person with disability).” (0434CPT)
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5.4 CRIME OR DANGER SITUATIONS AND HOTSPOTS 

In their responses to the surveys and focus group discussions, respondents and participants in 
both provinces specifically identified situations and ‘hot spots’ where crimes targeting female 
commuters in particular were most likely to take place, due to their vulnerability. 

5.4.1 Situations

Trains
When you are in a bus stop in GP late at night there are not a lot of people waiting in the bus 
top at night and in stations so there is high chance of being mugged/robbed.

The train subways [and under railway lines generally]. They are often poorly lit, if not lit at all. 
Criminals sit in the subways in the evenings and prey on vulnerable commuters.

The train station is far from home and it is not safe to walk all the way alone. Especially at night 
when it’s dark everywhere and no security work in the evenings.

In metro rail the first-class carriages are Only safe if they are occupied and if there are visible 
and patrolling police and/or security on board. 

The third class is only safe if it is extremely full and there is a good gender balance in case of 
robberies. 

The middle carriages of the metro rail are often occupied by regular male commuters and 
commuters who use the carriage space to smoke marijuana and inject drugs. 

The last and second last carriages are known to be the most dangerous carriages and ‘no-go 
zone’ for most commuters as they are the ‘meeting spot’ of gangsters. These carriages are 
occupied by gangsters and this is where excessive drug use, drug possession and dealing takes 
place. These carriages are not to be occupied by ‘regular’ commuters as they fear for their 
safety.

There is a lot of shoving and pushing and then the pick pocketing happens during that time. 
This is often common when getting into the train to board it and also when the train stops at 
your destination, and you have to squeeze in-between people to get off.

Stones are thrown at the train while it is moving and people are inside and they smash and 
grab belongings through the windows, there is also theft a robbery from the gangsters that 
target some carriages.

Mini-bus taxis

Taxi rank because they are always shooting each other.

Being [the only woman and then being] gang raped in a taxi.

Sitting next to drivers (you will get sexually harassed). They like to rub their hands on your 
body and thighs and no one can see anything.

If you work in the hospitality industry (i.e. a restaurant) you come home late (10:30pm) and the 
drivers do not drop you at your gate. They take advantage and either sexually harass and rape 
you, or take your belongings and leave you in the middle of nowhere.

There is gang violence in the taxi industry. In the Western Cape there are two associations that 
are rumored to be notorious when it comes to fighting about taxi related issues.

Taxi drivers and owners carry weapons inside the taxis, sometimes unlicensed firearms and 
they use them when they get into fights (e.g. fights about routes, money etc).
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Buses

In the middle of nowhere (the freeway) and when hiking.

There is lots of theft and robberies that happen inside the buses (from the gangsterism).

During the queues at night.

The bus stop stations are very far from home, making it not safe to walk alone. 

5.4.2 Hot spots
Participants then identified specific hotspots that are in dire need of intervention, as they are 
areas where commuters are highly likely to be victimised, assaulted and robbed. The hotspots in 
Western Cape were identified as follows.

Western Cape 

Northern and Southern Suburbs: Trains and Taxis
•	 Wynberg under the bridge 

•	 Maitland Garden 

•	 Maitland train station - in the morning and evening

•	 Woodstock train station – unsafe all the time

•	 Mutual train station – intersection always overcrowded

•	 Interplay train station

•	 Railway line between Salt River and Woodstock - when the train stops 

•	 Railway line between Wynberg and Kenilworth - when the train stops without 
announcement and when it is in motion

•	 Cape Town train station and top deck

•	 Retreat and Steenberg train station

•	 05 train line 

•	 Last carriage for 95 and 05 trains on Fridays. All dagga and drug users meet there and 
violence is bound to happen

•	 Taxi to Kensington – the gangsters get in and rob passengers when there is one or two 
people in side

Gugulethu and Nyanga: Trains and Taxis
•	 NY5 graveyard in the community is very dangerous 

•	 NY 1 by the dam is notorious for violence and harassment incidences

•	 KTC Bazaar

•	 NY 3a

•	 Nyanga terminals
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Kraaifontein/Bellville
•	 Scottsville train station: there are robberies that happen in broad day light as well as 

gangsterism and shootings, 

•	 It is not safe to walk in the main road in Scottsville, and there are no taxis and trains that 
side, leaving you with no choice but to walk on main road to try and access public transport.

•	 Scottsdene: there are no trains and the taxi commuters get shot due to the taxi wars. There 
are few buses, or the service is not frequent.

•	 Bellville: all over Bellville, can’t walk in subways because some do not have lights and 
criminals wait for victims who might opt to use it late nights. There is too much gang 
violence, gang shootings from taxi violence and a lot of robberies.

•	 Wallacedene –there are taxis and some taxi stops, but people live far, and they get dropped 
off far from their homes. This places vulnerable people at risk of attacks

•	 There are robberies on the way to the taxis and at the taxi stops. There are no buses and 
there is a drug house next to the taxi stop, there is gangsterism and there are no trains. The 
closest is Kraaifontein.

•	 Bloekombos – there is a lot of gangsterism via the taxis. The train station is very far. 
Taxi drivers are doing drugs and most of the taxi drivers come straight from jail and the 
community knows who they are; when you get in a taxi driven by one of them you are in 
fear because you never know what can happen. There are no buses and some of the taxis 
are also driven by underage boys who do not have a licence and they avoid traffic officers 
by taking strange routes to get to destinations. The closest train station is in Kraaifontein.
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5.5 WHY WOMEN DON’T REPORT THESE EXPERIENCES 

Through the number of responses given to this question56, the survey showed a difference in the 
number of women willing to talk about their experiences of sexual harassment, sexual violence 
(rape), sexual assault and sexually motivated verbal abuse. In Gauteng, the respondents were 
more willing to share their experience in the surveys with almost 35% of the question referencing 
the above-mentioned experiences. In Western Cape only less than 10% of the respondents noted 
sexual harassment or abuse while commuting and/or using public transport, in writing. 

In response to the same question to the FGD participants – and a follow-up question aimed at find-
ing out if participants report their incidences and open cases against the perpetrators of violence 
and crime – approximately 75% said that they shy away from sharing their experiences with other 
people as well as reporting incidences of violence and abuse (and most often withdraw sexual vio-
lence (rape) and assault cases) due to the fear of stigma and societal stereotypes attached to the 
experience of sexual violence. Women also said they did not feel empowered to report incidences 
as they felt they did not have the support structures they needed to guide them and support them 
after incidences have occurred; they also feared continued victimisation, that commonly results 
from perpetrators who are released on bail, after a case has been lodged and presented in court 
for the first time.

In the FGDs, participants were asked if they felt particularly vulnerable to crime and violence when 
commuting. Some FGD participants noted that, as migrants and refugees, they feel particularly 
vulnerable due to their non-resident citizen status; that as migrants, refugees and asylum seekers 
(including those whom are classified as undocumented migrants) they are “particularly vulnerable 
as victims of violence, as they feel they do not have legal rights in South Africa”.57 

They added that, when they do go to the police station, police officers ask them for self-identifying 
documents (such as an identity number). In cases where they either do not have these with them, 
or their belongings were stolen in a violent crime related incident, the police would refuse to assist 
them. 

This presumably means that as this subset of women and girls who are considered undocumented 
migrants, refugees, and asylum are even less likely to report incidents of violence and theft to the 
authorities. 

56 Question 13 of the survey: ‘What is your worst experience from using public transport?’ This was an open-ended question with no 
options from which to choose, respondents had to detail their feedback in writing.

57 FGD participant, Western Cape 
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5.6 SAFETY PRECAUTIONS TAKEN BY WOMEN AND GIRLS WHO USE PUBLIC 
TRANSPORT 

The above experiences strongly influence women’s travel patterns and decision making about the 
times they use public transport and the modes of transport they choose. 

The survey findings identify three key parts of a trip during which women feel greater or less 
anxiety:

1. walking to and from the transport facilities, stations or ranks;

2. waiting at bus stops, train stations and taxi ranks; and

3. travelling on board the mini-bus taxis, buses or trains. 

Women and girls report harassment and abuse at all three key points, which influences the safety 
strategies they might use – or their decision to take the trip at all. Ultimately given the poor secu-
rity at stations and the lack of precautionary measures provided for women and girls using public 
transport, women must navigate and negotiate their way through public transport safely by them-
selves. Each person employs various safety strategies, with some using multiple strategies while 
others stick to one based on past experience. 



47

5.6.1 Main safety precautions suggested by survey respondents
The following protective measures and safety mechanisms were mentioned by the survey 
respondents.58 In addition, the FGD participants were asked to describe what they do to keep 
themselves safe and to describe specific strategies they deploy to mitigate the chances of harm 
and or violence being perpetrated against them. 

General strategies 
•	 Be safety conscious always; be vigilant.

•	 Watch your back. 

•	 Hold your belongings tightly when walking.

Information strategy: 

•	 Always keep friends, spouse and relatives informed of your whereabouts. 

•	 Write down the number plate of the taxi you are on and pass it on to relatives. 

External safe guarding: 
•	 Employ relatives, friends and spouses to pick women and girls up from the taxi ranks, 

bus and train stations – at any time of day.

Self-defense weapons: 
•	 Take protective devices with you - like pepper spray, tasers, small pocket knives.

Peer to peer strategy: 
•	 Climb into the taxi when it is full.

•	 Climb into carriages that has more people.

•	 Sit beside women and girls, thereby avoiding harassment. 

•	 Strike up conversations with the people you sit next to, to ensure that if anything hap-
pens, they are more likely to help. 

•	 Take the same bus, taxi, train at the same time, with the driver who is known to you. 

Avoidance strategy: 
•	 Don’t board any public transport that is only filled with men and boys. 

Pre-boarding precautions: 
•	 Keep your phone on you, not in your pockets.

•	 Where possible, leave valuable belongings at home, 

Adapting appearance: 
•	 Cover yourself or dress in a non-feminine/non-sexy way to reduce the amount of atten-

tion from male passengers and taxi drivers. 

Non-verbal body language measure: 

•	 Always reduce eye contact and keep head down. 

58 Question 14 of the survey: ‘What do you do to keep yourself safe while using public transport?’ This was an open-ended question with 
no options from which to choose.



48

Some said:

5.6.2 Public transport that is considered safe to use
Following the discussions identifying the primary hotspots in various communities through the 
three main modes of public transport, the women and girl participants were asked to share which 
areas they considered ‘safe’ spots when commuting. The objective was to identify the areas women 
and girls consider ‘safe’ and how these can be acknowledged and personal security and safety 
enhanced in those specific areas. 

Public transport zones, spots and modes considered ‘safe’ in the Western Cape

Specific to Gugulethu and Nyanga:
•	 Gugulethu mall – by the terminals 
•	 Nyanga Junction terminus (mini-bus taxis)
•	 NY1, by the bus stop next to the police station

Public transport zones, spots and modes considered ‘safe’ in Gauteng

•	 Rea Vaya and A Re Yeng bus terminals – some of the terminals are safe to stand in, if 
you are waiting for someone or waiting for a mini-bus taxi, because there is security and 
perhaps cameras as well, in case an unexpected incident of crime or violence occurs.

•	 The Gautrain - surroundings are safe to stand close to if waiting for a friend or for a taxi 
hailing service (i.e. Uber, Bolt) as they have security and cameras. While it is better to take 
a Gautrain than a Metrorail train, cost is a big issue.

•	 Using Uber and Taxify (taxi hailing services) during the day, can be a safe alternative 
to mini-bus taxis and metered taxis; taxi drivers stop them, however, and harass us as 
passengers.  
With Uber, sometimes the drivers use the wrong profiles and they take you to wrong 
destination and try to either rob you (when using at night) or try to take you to their place 
and sexually assault you.  
Taxify can be considered worse because even the cars are bad, and the drivers are having 
criminal records and sometimes unlicensed, because they [drivers] apply and give the cars 
to people with criminal records to escort passengers.

•	 In a [mini-bus] taxi – sometimes it’s safe if there are more women than men inside.
•	 Some of the [mini-bus] taxis are safe because most to the time they drop you off near the 

workplace etc. However, at night is the riskiest time to commute as a woman – even worse 
as a girl traveling alone.

•	 Bus is safe because there are security guards in the platforms and there are normally 
a lot of passengers. Some of the buses also have cameras inside, which makes women 
passengers feel slightly safer, although it does not prevent crime from happening. There 
are incidences where gangsters and criminals get into full buses and rob all the passengers 
inside, and these incidences go unreported most of the time.

“I always let my family know about my whereabouts and 
update them continuously on where I am. I also take note of the 

number plate of the vehicle.” (0385GP)

“I always go to the taxi station with my husband.” (00298CPT)

“I use my personal small knife to keep me safe.” (0227CPT)

“Stay quiet and pretend I am not there, basically hide myself.” 
(0244GP)
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5.6.3 Immediate actions to mitigate crimes, gender-based violence and sexual 
harassment 
The survey respondents and FGD participants recommended specific actions that might mitigate 
the negative issues described above and assist with the reduction of gender-based violence, sexu-
al harassment and crimes against women in public transport. Women and girls believe these would 
be the first steps to creating safer spaces in public for commuters, especially the most vulnerable, 
without fear of violence and crime.

IMMEDIATE ACTIONS WITH LONG-TERM BENEFITS
Training
Gender-based violence awareness needs to be incorporated into the public transport 
terrains and premises. Key messages need to be communicated across public transport 
stations and platforms as a caution to not promote or commit violence against commuters 
and improve the commuter experiences of women and girls, including children travelling 
alone.

Training on gender-based violence and sexual harassment needs to be given to taxi 
drivers and owners, train drivers and operators, an bus drivers every six months.

Gender sensitive, commuter-focused customer service training needs to be given to 
taxi drivers and taxi drivers need to have this training every single year, and promote 
better relationships with passengers and ensure they prioritise safety of passengers first.

Mental health training and wellness programmes need to be given to taxi and bus drivers 
every year. A lot of the drivers are dealing with serious mental health issues and illnesses 
that have an impact on their social behaviors and experiences with women.

Creating women and children friendly spaces will require men’s acknowledgement of 
their individual issues.

Reporting
Complaint offices and/or mobile police need to be provided on train platforms and in 
stations where the worst cases of crimes are reported to be committed against other 
commuters, particularly women and children. Officers need to be equipped with gender-
based violence and sexual harassment training and able to handle and address cases of 
a sensitive nature when reported.

An efficient and responsive complaints mechanism to report violence in the taxi 
industry is needed. Having complaints offices and personal security patrolling the taxi 
ranks would be beneficial.

Taxi drivers who are found guilty of cat-calling, sexual harassment, gender-based 
violence and other crimes against commuters must be suspended and removed from 
their positions – and identified as perpetrators of violence against women.
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Accountability
Background criminal checks of taxi drivers need to be done. Often, taxi drivers are 
not only not licensed to drive the taxis they operate, but have criminal records, carry 
unlicensed firearms, do not take needed driving tests, and thus place passenger’s lives 
at risk. 

Taxi drivers and bus drivers should be obliged to have name tags or customised identity 
badges, linked to their taxi number plates and other information, that can make them 
easily identifiable in case of issues. 

Community interventions
Neighborhood watches need to be enforced in communities where women have to 
walk distances in the early mornings and late evenings to get to the transport stops.  
Community walking hubs need to be established to ensure that girls and women are able 
to walk to and from public transport stops without fear of victimisation, harm and other 
crimes. 

Girls and women should have whistles to make noise when needed. 

Women should be encouraged to arm themselves with pepper sprays and tazers, to 
protect themselves in case of crime. These need to be subsidised by government – until 
permanent and lasting solutions are implemented that guarantee women’s holistic and 
overall safety as commuters. 

Have more street lights and ensure more lighting in public transport premises, within 
the public transport platforms and in all surrounding areas connecting communities and 
public transport hubs.
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6. SAFE PUBLIC TRANSPORT PRACTICES IN 
OTHER COUNTRIES 

This section presents public transport practices from countries that have cross-cutting and 
commuter-centered interventions which address safety in public transport and which assist 
in highlighting gender-based violence, sexual harassment and crimes against communities – 
particularly women and girls commuting via trains, buses and taxis. The intention is that they can 
be adapted for use in the local South African context. 

6.1 SEOUL 
Korea introduced a gender impact assessment in 2004, later adopted as the Gender Impact 
Assessment Act in 2011, which aimed to improve its efforts to integrate gender perspectives into 
policies and programmes. In 2010 the Korean government introduced gender responsive budgeting 
and this was successfully expanded to local governments in 2013. 

Within this context, the Seoul Metropolitan Government introduced a Women Friendly City (WFC) 
project in 2010 which aimed to make the city a more women-centric public space where women 
can be happy and comfortable, and which includes addressing issues women face when accessing 
public transport, streets and other facilities. Furthermore, the city planning committee included 
more women as committee members to encourage women’s participation in policy making and to 
develop women-centric approaches that are influenced and lead by women themselves. 

Some of the initiatives instituted under the WFC project are as follows: 

•	 ‘Safe Seoul’ is an initiative aimed at ensuring safe travel for women at night by having women-
only and women-driven taxis; this includes women having an option to send information 
about the taxi to their family member through their cellular phones.

•	 ‘Convenient Seoul’ is an initiative aimed at improving public convenience facilities for women, 
as it was noted through their online city mapping surveys that women experience the 
most inconvenience and risk in public transport, public restrooms, driving and parking and 
sidewalks, amongst others. This resulted in the number of toilets in female restrooms being 
increased, including the installation of CCTV cameras and emergency bells at entrances, 
along with improved lighting. 

6.2 INDIA
The Verma Committee59 was constituted in 2013 to recommend amendments to the criminal law 
to provide for quicker trials and enhanced punishment for people accused of committing sexual 
assault against women. The committee addressed issues of women’s safety in public spaces and 
particularly on public transport – and was established in response to an incident in 2012 in which a 
23-year old woman was gang-raped on a moving bus by six men, tortured and brutalised with an 
iron rod and her intestines pulled out.60 The incident resulted in a public outcry and sparked media 
attention,61 calling for the prioritisation of women commuters’ safety. 

59  Kalra, 2013.
60   Vaidyanathan & Biswas, 2017.
61   News 18, 2014.
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Recommendations were made by the Verma Committee to review laws on sexual harassment in 
the field of women’s safety and public transport.62 These included: 

•	 ensuring strict compliance with court orders to prohibit the use of black films on windows 
of public transport vehicles; 

•	 improving policing and security on roads and within public transport vehicles; 

•	 the provision of regular patrolling police in public spaces;

•	 verification of the identities of drivers and other public transport personnel and the display 
of driver and personnel information within their vehicles; 

•	 the installation of CCTV cameras;

•	 tamper proofing of GPS systems to report on route deviations; and 

•	 the creation of a hotline for women to report incidences.

In addition, the Verma Committee emphasised the importance of gender-sensitive training for 
law enforcement officers, police, lawyers and judges as well as medical personnel towards under-
standing crimes of rape and other sexual offences63 – as well as instructing that all public transport 
vehicles in service between 17h30 and 19h30 must have security personnel.

The Government of India allocated significant funding to addressing the incident and, in the of-
ficial Union Budget 2013, announced the establishment of a ‘Nirbhaya Fund’ Scheme for Women 
Safety in Public Road Transport64 to specifically address issues of safety in public transport and to 
support women-centric plans. 

Some of the improvements in enhancing safety for women and children in different areas in India 
include:

•	 CCTV cameras and panic buttons inside trains; when a panic button is triggered, the CCTV 
cameras start displaying live footage of the bus at the central control room;

•	 women-only buses and women-only compartments in trains;

•	 GPS tracking devices inside buses which are triggered to send signals to the control centre 
when a vehicle deviates from its prescribed route;

•	 reserved seats for women in buses and trains;

•	 emergency numbers placed clearly visibly inside buses and trains; and

•	 a mobile application called ‘Citizen Cop’ linked to Bhopal Police.

South Africa could adapt key practices from India for use in its infrastructure designs and policies 
to ensure that a holistic focus on women’s safety is achieved in addressing safety and crimes 
against women in public transport.

62   Bhatt, Menon & Khan, 2015.
63   Verma & Subramanium, 2013.
64   Government of India, 2014.
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6.3 SWEDEN
In Sweden gender equality has been a goal of public transportation policies since the late 1990s, 
when the Gender Equality Council for Transport and Information Technology was established. 
The government bill on transport policy was adopted in June 2009 in which objectives relating to 
accessibility declared that the transport system will be ‘gender equal’ and with a related objective 
relating to health. 

Despite gender equality having been an explicit part of Swedish transportation policy and planning 
there has been limited success in reaching a more gender equal transport system and gender 
equality is not fully integrated into daily activities and planning practices. In addition, the concept 
of what constitutes a gender-equal transport system is undefined, leaving the implementation of 
gender mainstreaming to the interpretation of individual professionals. 

Although Sweden has made strides in adopting into its policies gender equality and safety for 
public transport users, it has not yet taken full advantage of the benefits which gender equality 
could contribute to the transport sector, in practice. 

Again, South Africa can learn about aspects of integrating gender equality into public transport 
policies as done in Sweden, although South Africa would have to make sure that any policies that 
re developed are followed by effective and guided implementation.

6.4 FRANCE 
In France, two thirds of public transit passengers are women.65 Through the National Plan to 
Combat Sexual Harassment, the French government announced a public awareness campaign to 
reduce sexual harassment on public transport. This included posters and a video with examples of 
inappropriate remarks women hear when commuting via public transport. 

6.5 MEXICO 
According to Mexican government agency Inmunjeres, a staggering seven out of ten women who 
ride public transport in Mexico City report experiencing gender-based violence. Furthermore, the 
Thomson Reuters Foundation, which surveyed women in various global cities regarding transit 
safety, found that Mexico City has the second most dangerous transit system for women, with the 
first being Bogata.66

In 2008, the Mexico City Metro introduced women-only carriages in their subway system67 and 
demarcated sections of the platforms with orange barriers, marked ‘solo mujeres’ reserving these 
spaces for women. There is CCTV in the stations and security guards patrol the designated areas. 
The aim is to provide women with safe travel, where they can enjoy freedom of movement and 
transit freely with less fear of crime and violence being perpetrated against them.68

While some countries like India and Mexico have adopted women-only initiatives, segregation 
does not address the root causes and triggers of sexual harassment in public transport. Such an 
intervention should therefore only be initiated as a measure of temporary or last resort, where 
other efforts have failed or as an interim initiative while efforts to implement more permanent and 
sustainable safety plans are being undertaken. 

65   Hasoon & Polevoy, 2011.
66  Thomson Reuters Foundation, 2014.
67   Wong, 2016.
68   Matthews, 2017.
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7. RECOMMENDATIONS AND FUTURE 
RESEARCH

A number of policies and interventions are needed to realise the safety and security of women and 
girls using public transport – as well as of other vulnerable groups – and to mitigate gender-based 
violence, sexual harassment and other crimes in these public spaces.

The following recommendations are made in relation to the findings of the research study present-
ed in this report. The recommendations are sustainability-orientated with the potential to reap last-
ing benefits, if implemented accordingly, and have been divided into two sets: (7.1) Programmatic 
Recommendations for Immediate Action and (7.2) Systematic and Long-term Recommendations. 

The Programmatic Recommendations for Immediate Action are largely aimed at influencing so-
cietal and behavioural change and are clustered into five groups, namely; infrastructure, training, 
reporting, accountability and community interventions. 

7.1 PROGRAMMATIC RECOMMENDATIONS FOR IMMEDIATE ACTION 
These recommendations were largely made by the survey respondents and focus group discussion 
participants towards mitigating gender-based violence, sexual harassment and crimes against girls 
and women using public transport, as first steps to creating safer spaces in public for commuters, 
especially the most vulnerable, without fear of violence and crime.

Those already listed on pages 49 and 50 above, they are integrated here.

7.1.1 Infrastructure 
1. Install CCTV cameras in all taxi rank platforms as well as inside taxis; on Metrorail train 

stations and within the trains; and on buses. 

2. Install emergency alert systems – such as panic buttons – that are easily accessible for 
commuters as well as operators and management. 

3. Install emergency phone booths in taxi ranks, on bus platforms and on train platforms to 
report crime, incidences of harassment and violence of any nature.

4. Ensure lighting is properly maintained in all public transport terrains; install propeller lights 
around public transport precincts that are surrounded by unsafe routes to optimise the 
safety of girls and women.

5. Establish gender-segregated ‘women and children only’ carriages on trains.

7.1.2 Training
1. Gender-based violence awareness needs to be incorporated into the public transport ter-

rains and premises. Key messages need to be communicated across public transport sta-
tions and platforms as a caution to not promote or commit violence against commuters and 
improve the commuter experiences of women and girls, including children travelling alone.

2. Training on gender-based violence and sexual harassment needs to be given to taxi drivers 
and owners, train drivers and operators, an bus drivers every six months.
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3. Gender sensitive, commuter-focused customer service training needs to be given to taxi 
drivers and taxi drivers need to have this training every single year, and promote better rela-
tionships with passengers and ensure they prioritise safety of passengers first.

4. Mental health training and wellness programmes need to be given to taxi and bus drivers 
every year. A lot of the drivers are dealing with serious mental health issues and illnesses 
that have an impact on their social behaviors and experiences with women.

5. Creating women and children friendly spaces will require men’s acknowledgement of their 
individual issues.

7.1.3 Reporting
1. Complaint offices and/or mobile police need to be provided on train platforms and in 

stations where the worst cases of crimes are reported to be committed against other 
commuters, particularly women and children. Officers need to be equipped with gender-
based violence and sexual harassment training and able to handle and address cases of a 
sensitive nature when reported.

2. An efficient and responsive complaints mechanism to report violence in the taxi industry 
is needed. Having complaints offices and personal security patrolling the taxi ranks would 
be beneficial

3. Taxi drivers who are found guilty of cat-calling, sexual harassment, gender-based violence 
and other crimes against commuters must be suspended and removed from their positions 
– and identified as perpetrators of violence against women.

7.1.4 Accountability
1. Background criminal checks of taxi drivers need to be done. Often, taxi drivers are not 

only not licensed to drive the taxis they operate, but have criminal records, carry unlicensed 
firearms, do not take needed driving tests, and thus place passenger’s lives at risk. 

2. Taxi drivers and bus drivers should be obliged to have name tags or customised identity 
badges, linked to their taxi number plates and other information, that can make them easily 
identifiable in case of issues. 

7.1.5 Community interventions
1. Neighborhood watches need to be enforced in communities where women have to walk 

distances in the early mornings and late evenings to get to the transport stops.  
Community walking hubs need to be established to ensure that girls and women are able to 
walk to and from public transport stops without fear of victimisation, harm and other crimes. 

2. Girls and women should have whistles to make noise when needed. 

3. Women should be encouraged to arm themselves with pepper sprays and tazers, to 
protect themselves in case of crime. These need to be subsidised by government – until 
permanent and lasting solutions are implemented that guarantee women’s holistic and 
overall safety as commuters. 

4. Have more street lights and ensure more lighting in public transport premises, within the 
public transport platforms and in all surrounding areas connecting communities and public 
transport hubs.
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7.2 SYSTEMATIC LONG-TERM RECOMMENDATIONS 

The systematic recommendations are aimed at addressing deeply entrenched structural barriers 
that contribute to the current status of public transport. They therefore propose interventions 
that address the current systems and structures responsible for issues presented in this report. 
They are addressed under the following clusters; stakeholder mobilisation, policy interventions 
and education and capacity building. 

7.2.1 Stakeholder mobilisation
1. Strengthen inter-governmental co-ordination and promote multi-sector collaboration to ad-

dress safety issues on public transport generally; this to be commuter-centered and include a 
focus on women-centric approaches to safety and freedom of movement. 

2. Establish a reference group comprising a diversity of stakeholders to provide strategic guid-
ance and provide direction on interventions to enhance women and girls’ experiences of using 
public transport. This group to include members of affected communities, academia, civil so-
ciety, National Community Forum and Chapter Nine institutions (such as the Commission on 
Gender Equality and the South African Human Rights Commission, amongst others) as well 
as intergovernmental and inter-ministerial representatives from the departments of Transport; 
Police, Community Safety; Justice; Women, Children and People with Disabilities; and the 
Parliamentary Portfolio Committees on Transport; Police; and Women, Youth, Children and 
People with Disabilities.

3. Promote the establishment of urban planning departments at higher education and training 
institutions to contribute to research on women’s safety and public transport experiences. 

7.2.2 Policy Interventions
1. Ensure that the visibility of public transport as a sector and area is prioritised in the National 

Strategic Plan on Gender-based Violence (NSP on GBV) (2019), highlighting the need 
for serious interventions to address violence and crimes perpetrated against women and 
children in public spaces.

2. Conduct an annual official National Safety Audit on Public Transport to elicit the 
perspectives of commuters with a view to informing improvements that will reduce risks. 
This safety audit would priorities documenting lived commuter experiences and investigate 
safety risks, hazards and issues that impact commuter mobility and rights.

3. Advocate for the value of annual safety audits to be conducted by the public transport 
sector, namely mini-bus taxi associations, and the corporations that run the buses and trains. 
The results of these safety audits to contribute to the NSA on PT.

4. Advocate for the establishment of a holistic and comprehensive National Safety in Public 
Transport Policy (NSPTP), that will prioritise the safety needs of women, children, persons 
with disabilities and other vulnerable groups and key populations (such as LGBTQIA+, 
migrants and refugees, pregnant women, women accompanying children, etc) ensuring that 
it addresses gender-based violence, sexual harassment and crime in public transport. 
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5. Advocate for the establishment of a National Public Transport Reference Group (proposed 
above) that will contribute to the design and development, implementation, monitoring and 
evaluation and oversight of the NSPTP. 

6. Advocate for the development and adoption of safety plans by the mini-bus taxi 
associations, bus industry service providers and systems, and commuter-rail agencies – and 
monitor their implementation. 

7. Ensure that the current public transport policies and other legislative instruments is 
reviewed to explicitly reflect a zero-tolerance of gender-based violence, sexual harassment 
and crime against women and women.

7.2.3 Education and capacity building
1. Advocate for commuter-focused sensitisation on women’s safety and gender equality 

in public spaces - such as key messaging in commercial public spaces, personal safety 
messaging within public transport premises and vehicles, broadcasting the importance of 
the safety of girls and women in public domains and disseminating applicable information 
and materials to commuters of public transport.

2. Provide commuter-focused, women-centric information on the safety issues in public 
transport to relevant government stakeholders, including policy makers and decision makers 
– to complement the advocacy to policies are put in place. 

3. Provide capacity building and training on gender-based violence, sexual harassment 
and public transport; to law enforcement agencies, national and provincial commuter 
organisations, including associations, transport state-owned enterprise leadership and 
management thereof. 

4. Ensure that this training on women and children’s safety, gender-based violence and 
sexual harassment filters down to the general public transport operators and functional 
management, including security personnel and public transport staff. 
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7.3 FUTURE RESEARCH 
The future trajectory of gender mainstreaming in the transport sector is unclear, and there is 
a strong need to accelerate the redesigning, planning, implementation and monitoring of a 
sustainable public transport system which addresses, among other things, GBV, sexual harassment 
and crimes perpetrated against women  in public spaces. 

While women’s travel issues are recognised to a greater or lesser extent around the world, they 
have limited policy traction. Research plays a critical role in understanding the social, economic 
and political landscapes that may influence individuals’ travel behaviour patterns, commuter 
psycho-social needs and other barriers to freedom of movement. 

One of the reasons for the gap between research and practice is unwillingness to attend to the 
differences between women’s and men’s choices of travel modes, environmental and social impact 
and attitudes, preferences and power imbalances. Gender blindness is exacerbated by the lack of 
coherent and applicable frameworks for integrating gender issues into sustainable development 
and transport.

Suggestions for future research and education-orientated developments are as follows:

1. Improve the understanding of the historical evolution of the relationships between gender 
and (public) transportation, as it remains rudimentary. 

2. Undertake research that focuses on gender and development in the broader context of 
social justice – given that knowledge about travel, traffic safety and security are greater in 
developed economies than developing and poor societies. 

3. Undertake deeper research into motivations for women, children, adolescents and men’s 
public transport choices - to better understand how people respond to gender-based 
violence and other safety and security issues.

4. Discern whether legislation is an effective way to create gender equality in transportation.

5. Explore methods to translate gender research findings into policy.

6. Examine how transport policies and expenditures address the impacts on women.

7. Examine how the gender composition of transportation decision makers, researchers and 
practitioners affects the outcomes.

8. Identify what factors women weigh when determining whether transit suits their lifestyle 
and influences their travel patterns.

9. Explore how and why travel patterns differ by hours of employment and work schedules in 
combination with gender and other socio-demographic variables.

10. Explore how gender differences in the value of time and the value of reliability affect travel 
purposes, location choices and travel modes. 

11. Determine whether gender differences in travel patterns are a result of choice or constraint.
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12. Develop a methodology for counting multi-modal trips such as walking to the bus stop, 
taking the bus, biking from the bus to work and so forth.

13. Develop research methodologies to provide better estimates of gender-based violence and 
crime incidences (also addressing under-reporting).

14. Undertake research to identify the most vulnerable users, strategies for improving safety, 
with specific gender-specific considerations.

15. Identify and study the gender-specific needs of transit passages and development of 
educational campaigns and materials for transit distribution and raising awareness of issues 
in public transportation whilst commuting.

16. Evaluate the effectiveness of technological systems in reducing crime, fear of crime 
and violence while commuting (especially in the mini-bus taxi industry, which currently 
completely lacks integration of technology in its operations).

17. Improve the understanding of the impact of information technology and electronic 
connectivity on the relationship between gender and mobility.
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9. APPENDIX A: Residential areas in which 
survey participants are located

 
GAUTENG WESTERN CAPE

City of Johannesburg Metropolitan Municipali-
ty (Central Gauteng) 

Central (CBD) 

Alexandra CBD

Berea Lower Vredehoek

Diepsloot Observatory

Devon Palatine Park

Edendale Salt River

Ext 7 Woodstock

Haughton Atlantic Seaboard 
Hillbrow Granger Bay

Inqiso Green Point 

Jeppe town   Hout Bay 

Johannesburg Sea Point 

Killarney Southern Suburbs 
Lombardy East Bergvliet

Lupe and Joubert Street Capricorn 

Meredale Claremont

Midrand Fish Hoek 

Morningside Kenilworth

Oakmoor Kenwyn

Observatory Lansdowne

Orange Grove Ottery

Randburg Pinelands 

Soweto Rondebosch East 

Sandton Retreat

Tembisa Rondebosch

Thokoza Rosebank 

Troyeville Southfield

Tshepo Steenberg

Winchester Hills Wynberg

Yeoville Cape Flats 
Wanderers mansions Athlone

Ekurhuleni (Central/Eastern Gauteng) Bishop Lavis 

Cosmo City Clarke Estate

Crystal Park Ilitha Park (Khayelitsha)

Daveyton Kosovo

Edenvale Langa 

Ext 3 Second Park Macassar

Fourways Makhaza
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GAUTENG WESTERN CAPE
City of Johannesburg Metropolitan Municipali-
ty (Central Gauteng) 

Central (CBD) 

Germiston Mandalay

Isiphetweni Manenberg

Ivory Park Melton Rose 

Jury Park Mfuleni 

Kalambas New Crossroads

Kempton Park Nyanga East 

Kensington Parkwood    

Khalambazo Pelican Park 

Lyndhurst Philippi

Malvern Strandfontein

Mangwanani Silvertown

Mayibuye Thembisa Samora Machel

Orange Farm Vanguard Estate

Qubelo Wesbank     

Ronderheld Westridge

Springs Northern Suburbs 
Sthukga Brooklyn

Vosloorus Brackenfell

West Rand Bellville

Difaleng Elsies River

Eikero Goodwood

Elandspark Joe Slovo 

Florida Kensington

Kagiso  Kuils River

Lenasia Kraaifontein

Orland West Lavistown

Pennyville Maitland

Randfontein   Parow

Sophiatown Silverstreet

Westbury Thornton

Westene Vasco Estate 

Xubeni Section West Coast 
Zone 2  Atlantis

City of Tshwane (Northern Suburbs) Dunoon 

Grobler Park Koeberg

Honeydew Langebaan

Hospital View Milnerton

Kaalfontein Melkbosstrand

Mamelodi Parklands

Welman Helderberg
Wentworth Park Nomtamo Strand



68

GAUTENG WESTERN CAPE
City of Johannesburg Metropolitan Municipali-
ty (Central Gauteng) 

Central (CBD) 

Winnie Zone 4 (Mandela) Strand

Valhalla Other areas 
Sedibeng (Southern Suburb) Paarl

Dube Stellenbosch

Glenridge Worcester

Greenfield 

Kenilworth  

Kibler Park 

Moffet View

Mulbarton  

Naledi Ext. 2   

Naturena  

Palm Springs  

Protea Glen  

Rosettenville  

Sedibeng  

Skycity

Turffontein
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