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The goal of making cities safer and more inclusive for 

everyone is reflected in several international agendas. 

Under the New Urban Agenda, States have committed 

to promoting a safe, healthy, inclusive, and secure 

environment in cities to enable all population groups 

to live, work and participate in urban life without fear 

of violence and intimidation. Making cities safe for 

all population groups is a key aspiration captured in 

Goal 11 of the 2030 Agenda. This goal is also aligned 

with Sustainable Development Goal number 5 on 

Gender Equality, which aims at putting an end to 

discrimination against women and girls. In the EU 

context, the Partnership on Security in Public Spaces 

of the Urban Agenda for the EU has developed an 

architectural and spatial design framework to make 

cities safe and secure.  

Aside from these global efforts, municipal 

governments, civil society organisations, academics 

and the private sector also have an instrumental role 

to play in organising and publicising effective public 

campaigns against harassment. A transformative 

change of behaviour and social attitudes is needed to 

make the public domain safer. Social standards that 

have developed over long periods of time should be 

actively deconstructed as they form the foundation of 

the normalised but unacceptable behaviour towards 

women exemplified above.  

This Policy Lab, co-organised by the EUKN and the 

Belgian Federal public planning service for social 

integration, therefore intended to shed light on the 

importance of behaviour change to eradicate gender-

based harassment. Belgium has been a frontrunner in 

taking action to tackle these issues with the National 

Action Plan against Gender Violence (2021-2025) and 

new resolutions at the urban level to combat street 

harassment and ensure gender equality in public 

spaces. The objectives of the Policy Lab were threefold: 

•	 To develop a common understanding and 

awareness of what is perceived as safe in public 

spaces.

•	 To share best practices on innovative measures 

that can make cities safer. 

•	 To discuss the importance of behaviour change in 

eradicating gender-based harassment. 

Acknowledging sexual harassment is experienced on 

a daily basis and has negative repercussions on the 

way women navigate the city, this Policy Lab looked at 

national and local initiatives that are geared towards 

improving women’s experiences and safety in the 

public space. 

Introduction

Women experience gender-based harassment on a daily basis. Research 
from Plan International Belgium reported that 91% of women in Belgium 
between the ages of 15 to 24 have experienced sexual intimidation in the 
public space, compared to 28% of young men. This violence is widespread 
and alters the ways in which women navigate the city. As a result, women 
adapt their behaviour and use coping strategies to feel safe in public spaces 
that are still seen as conceived by and for men. 
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Cities are generally seen as spaces of gathering 

and inspiration, but this is not so obvious for some 

groups. Especially for women, public spaces, whether 

crowded or deserted, can be a source of nervousness 

and alertness. As a result, this group adopts coping 

mechanisms such as avoiding areas, staying home, 

and taking precautionary measures. Society and cities 

have a responsibility to protect women and allow 

them to feel comfortable in shared spaces. This Policy 

Lab comes at an opportune time to create a collective 

awareness and understanding of what is considered 

unsafe, so that progress can be made, and cities can 

become safer and more inclusive for women and girls. 

The past few years have been characterised by positive 

developments, such as the bystander trainings initiated 

in Ghent. This intervention allows for the inclusion 

Welcome

Caroline Gennez
Minister of Development Cooperation and Urban Policy

of people who were initially unaware of how they 

could contribute to improving people’s experiences in 

the public space. In Brussels, another approach was 

adopted that involves the police. Undercover police 

officers were deployed to identify cases of intimidation 

on the street. In Liege, a prevention campaign was 

organised. These cases show that Belgian cities 

are determined to be at the forefront of the fight 

against street harassment. The national government 

has an important role to play in connecting ideas, 

actors, and initiatives. Effectively addressing street 

harassment cannot be limited to an exchange of ideas 

but requires significant follow-up in terms of funding 

and launching new projects. A change in our collective 

behaviour needs to take place, and this requires a 

comprehensive approach.  
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Keynote: Women’s voices 
on using the city 

State of the art of sexual harassment
In the realm of academia, sexual harassment and its 

underlying impacts have only recently been addressed 

under pressure from activist groups. Recent studies 

have shown that women navigate the city in markedly 

different ways than men: more often on foot, with 

purpose, and walking along the edges of squares. These 

often-unconscious patterns have been conditioned by 

the sexual harassment women continuously experience 

in public spaces. Science and society both normalise 

catcalling, being leered at, unwanted remarks, or 

touching, which keeps these patterns in place. In 

criminology, the concept of ‘fear of crime’ refers to the 

fear women experience in anticipation of an incident 

taking place and is often used to discredit women’s 

anxieties; omitting to describe sexual harassment as a 

crime. This can further perpetuate the normalisation of 

street harassment. 

The 2020 Brussels Plan International study 
The analysis of the 2020 Brussels Plan International 

study showed that 68% of the respondents to the 

study1 reported sexual harassment without direct 

physical contact, 11% of participants experienced 

sexual harassment with direct physical contact, and 

9% of participants responded that they have already 

experienced a combination of sexual harassment with 

and without direct physical contact. In sum, 88% of the 

participants reported incidents of sexual harassment, 

which is in line with the frequency found in other 

Els Enhus
Professor emeritus in Criminology

studies conducted in Australia, India, Egypt, and the 

United Kingdom. Sexual harassment is therefore a 

global problem and incidents occurred throughout the 

day without distinction between morning, afternoon, 

evening, and night. The abovementioned study 

revealed that 24% of the survey participants were 

permanently anxious as a result of their experiences. 

While the time of the day does not alter the occurring 

of incidents, darkness (evening and night) seemed to 

indicate greater fear and women feeling a heightened 

sense to be careful in the city. 

A spatial approach to the research showed that streets 

are the most common setting for incidents (up to 

70%), followed by public transport (39%), going to 

work (17%), or to school (14%). This hinders women’s 

movements in public spaces and their daily routines. 

The frequency of the incidents also makes women 

accustomed to being harassed on the streets. According 

to the research: 

•	 70% of assaults are perpetrated by male 

individuals;

•	 48% are by a group of males (as compared to 1% of 

assaults by women or groups of women);

•	 In 15% of cases, illicit substances (alcohol and 

drugs) were involved;

•	 91% of the survey participants indicated that no 

one reacted or offered help during or after the 

incident. In most cases, this was attributed to the 

passive stance of bystanders, who do not react or 

mock the women who are harassed.

1 The analysis looked at 1550 incidents reported by a majority of 

female participants (96%) with a mean age of 24 years and 75% of 

participants being between 21 to 27 years of age. This sample thus has 

an overrepresentation of young, student women.
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The relationship between crime and fear 
of crime 
A systemic behavioural change is needed to ensure 

safety in the public space as women’s fear in public 

spaces impedes their freedom of movement. Women 

are more likely to avoid going back to an area perceived 

as unsafe and 17% choose an alternative route, 

6% decide to never go in this area again while the 

overwhelming majority of respondents said they would 

only go back if accompanied. These coping mechanisms 

are conscious strategies to reduce the risk of being 

harassed or assaulted. Women’s fears shape the way 

they move around in public spaces. In Brussels, while 

incidents of sexual harassment are spread throughout 

the city, the likelihood of an incident is highest inside 

the pentagon, in the busiest areas (see Figure 1). 

Women experience greater dispositional fear in 

public spaces because they are constantly subjected 

to a “continuum of insecurity” in anticipation of 

(non-physical) sexual harassment. Non-physical 

sexual harassment is a major societal problem that 

permeates women’s experience of public spaces and 

has psychological implications. The repercussions of 

such experiences are likely to be minimised and seen 

as of trivial importance. Professor Emeritus Els Enhus 

uses the metaphor of the psychological backpacks 

that women carry around the city and which are filled 

with experiences of harassment. These shape their 

interpretation of situations in public places. The result 

is constant vigilance which prevents women’s free 

movement and changes the way they navigate the city.

‘’All these results lead me to conclude that women carry a lot of 

other things than men in their own psychological backpacks.’’

Figure 1: Map of sexual harassment incidents in Brussels 
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The 360° approach
Plan International’s Safer Cities program has been 

active in Belgium since 2018. This global program is 

directed at girls and women between the ages of 0 and 

25 and was inspired by an existing ‘gap’ in the Belgian 

legislative and regulatory sphere. Qualitative and 

quantitative analyses carried out within the framework 

of the Safer Cities program have shown that 91% of 

girls and women and 28% of boys and men in Belgium 

have been victims of a harassment or intimidation 

incident in the street. This includes harassment, but 

also the feeling of being unsafe in a public space. To 

address these issues and make street more welcoming 

for everyone, the Safer Cities program uses a 360° 

approach that includes analysis, participation, 

awareness raising, and policy advocacy. With this 

approach, the Safer Cities online platform has been set 

Roundtable part 1

Wouter Stes
Advocacy Coordinator, Plan International Belgium

up, which allows people to report incidents that make 

them feel unsafe. This is a very targeted approach and 

sheds light on many different types of behaviour. 

Safer Cities in Ghent 
In the city of Ghent, which is part of the Safer 

Cities program, feelings of unsafety seem to mostly 

be provoked in nightlife. The city’s focus is on 

understanding this insecurity by zooming in on the 

different factors at play with young activists, creating 

a completely different way of perceiving public space. 

One of the initiatives developed by the municipality to 

respond to this phenomenon is the active bystander 

training, which is accessible to all citizens that are 

interested and touches on several contexts, including 

the workplace and nightlife. These trainings have been 

taken up by a large group of people and thus far appear 

Figure 2: Roundtable part 1. Photo credits: Lieke Wiersum Figure 3:  A 360-degree approach. 

Photo credits: Wouter Stes, Plan International Belgium
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to be successful. A second measure taken to tackle 

street harassment is the placing of accessible and 

clearly visible contact points throughout the city where 

people can report when they experience something 

uncomfortable in the public space. 

Policy advocacy
Besides supporting these more innovative types of 

projects, another important element of the Plan 

International Safer Cities program is policy advocacy. 

It strongly advocates that measures are developed with 

a holistic perspective, as focusing on just legislation 

or prevention is insufficient. This holistic perspective 

should include the integration of women’s and 

girls’ voices, as these are still underrepresented in 

policymaking. Additionally, Plan International Belgium 

advocates for more dedicated research into root causes, 

including stereotypes regarding masculinity and its 

relation to gender-based violence. 

Lack of knowledge
It became clear that there is a general lack of 

knowledge about the law on sexism in Belgium, 

including among actors and organizations where 

awareness of the law is crucial. As a result, the public 

also lacks access to the right information, for example 

when approaching the police after an incident of sexual 

harassment. It is not unlikely for people to be wrongly 

told that what they experienced does not qualify as 

a crime. This creates a feeling of ‘it does not matter 

either way’ and combined with the effort required to 

Liesbet Stevens
Deputy-director, Institute for the Equality of Women and Men

The Institute for the Equality of Women and 

Men is Belgium’s ‘Equality Body’: a national 

public institution that is set up to promote 

equality for all and tackle discrimination. 

Every EU Member State must have such a Body. 

The Institute fights against discrimination, 

develops specific actions to improve the 

situation of individual victims, and promotes 

gender mainstreaming practices. It does so in 

four different ways: 

1.	 Legal assistance

2.	 Policy recommendations

3.	 Research, training, and awareness raising

4.	 Community building 

file a complaint leads people to make the decision not 

to report. Therefore, interventions should pay attention 

to increasing the frequency with which incidents are 

reported. 

The 2014 law against sexism 
The law against sexism provides a broad framework, 

but much work remains to be done. For example, while 

the law has been in effect since 2014, 90% of police 

officers report that they have never enforced it. This 

results in a vicious cycle where a lack of complaints 

leads to a lack of intervention, which keeps the problem 

invisible and incidents less likely to be reported. One 

way to tackle these issues is to empower the police, 

for example by making enforceable laws more visible, 

developing best practices, or organising street patrols 

by plainclothes officers. However, this last potential 

measure also raises questions around stigmatisation 

and how to decide where to perform these patrols. 

Empowering the police
Empowering the police can have many benefits but 

brings up concerns about the more structural side of 

how the police is organised. The Belgian police force’s 

culture is seen as stereotypically highly masculine 

and difficult to penetrate, which makes it challenging 

to convince them to undertake anti-sexism training. 
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Policy does not respond to this adequately. For 

example, there is an educational program that can be 

offered to members of the police force, but there is a 

screening process to determine if the person is suitable 

for the training. If they are not, they are not allowed to 

participate but are also not offered additional resources 

due to the lack of policy guiding this. 

Encompassing and integrated policies
There is also increased discussion of unrelated 

measures that may have side effects related to feelings 

of safety in the public space. For example, in the 

current context of energy savings, the idea of turning 

off streetlights has been criticised because the effect 

it could have on safety has been overlooked. This is an 

example of how important the integration of different 

stakeholders’ perspectives is, especially those of more 

marginalised groups, such as women. If a measure is to 

be taken, it should therefore be widely communicated, 

discussed beforehand with citizens, and thoroughly 

evaluated so that all potential effects can be mapped.
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Context 
The city of Ghent has just under 270,000 inhabitants 

and is considered a medium-sized city. Ghent is known 

for its super-diversity as its demographic make-up is 

as follows:

•	 14,960 girls and young women aged 15 to 24 

•	 150 different nationalities, of which 30% of the 

population has an immigrant background (and 

50% if one considers only young children)

•	 15,700 disabled people aged 15-64 

•	 About 6,750 transgender people 

Given these figures, the city of Ghent is very conscious 

of gender diversity and has an active gender equality 

policy. A participatory process has been put in place to 

assess and address people’s needs. The Hij/zij voorbij 

initiative is a key example as it was part of the previous 

legislation on gender inclusive policy and is now being 

pursued. 

The equal opportunities policy of the city of Ghent 

focuses on gender equality in terms of girls’ and 

women’s rights as well as LGBTQIA+ rights. These 

initiatives stem from the fundamental aim of making 

the city safer for everyone and making it a city where 

everyone feels welcome and free to move around as 

they please. The experiences of insecurity of women 

and the LGBTQIA+ community in all types of public 

environments (e.g., streets, nightlife) were taken 

into account. In this vein, a collaborative approach 

including universities and private partners was 

developed. 

Roundtable part 2

Astrid De Bruycker
Municipal officer Equal Opportunities, Municipality of Ghent

With the Covid 19 pandemic and lockdown measures, 

the problem of street harassment was brought to the 

forefront because although fewer people were present 

in public life, street harassment continued and reached 

its peak when the lockdown was lifted. By partnering 

with Plan International Belgium, the city of Ghent 

sought to understand what was happening in the public 

space and get feedback from women and girls who 

experienced heightened insecurity in public spaces. 

The end of the lockdown has been accompanied by an 

increase in reporting and complaints, especially from 

girls. 

Through the Safer Cities initiative, girls and women 

in Ghent were able to map out manifestations 

of inappropriate behaviour or harassment. 

Simultaneously, the Action Plan Against 

Discrimination and Racism was implemented with 

over 30 actions focusing on allyship.  Allies include the 

police, who are a very explicit ally, but also citizens 

themselves in the fight against street harassment, 

bullying, racism, and discrimination. To illustrate this 

point, a campaign video featuring an actor deflecting 

inappropriate behaviour, hate speech and bullying a 

trans woman was shown. The goal was to gauge the 

reactions of bystanders and to show the effect that 

harassment and discrimination can have on people.

Active Bystander Training 
The ‘Active Bystander Training’ was offered to civil 

servants of the city of Ghent with the intention of 

educating people how to respond when they witness 

intimidating situations in the public space. The aim is 
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to disseminate it further in the city’s administration 

and in different sectors in order to have a wider reach. 

Specific sectors were targeted, such as the sports 

sector and youth policy, in collaboration with public 

education. As the municipal Agency for Integration 

and Inclusion, IN-Gent vzw commissioned the City of 

Ghent to make these courses available to any citizen 

who wants to learn how to react to discrimination. In 

total 1500 citizens followed such training in 2022. 

At the individual level, when harassment occurs 

and active bystanders intervene, the perpetrator 

immediately receives a clear signal that their behaviour 

is not acceptable. On a larger scale, as more people 

become active bystanders and begin to intervene in 

incidents in public spaces, in nightlife, or on public 

transportation, social norms and discourse about 

discrimination and harassment are transformed. The 

courses equipped citizens with the tools to identify and 

respond appropriately to discriminatory behaviour and 

to overcome feelings of inhibition. Strategies include 

direct intervention and response, diverting attention 

by involving a third party, and enlisting the help of 

others. 

Based on the success of this initiative, the city of Ghent 

has been granted a mentorship to guide other cities in 

introducing active bystander trainings. Furthermore, 

there is already a parliamentary initiative to integrate 

active bystander training into the education of school 

supervisors and teachers. However, though successful, 

if used in isolation, such measures do not work in 

the long run. Measures such as the active bystander 

training must be integrated into a broader policy that 

involves allies and the city administration.

Figure 4: Roundtable part 2. Photo credits: Lieke Wiersum
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Context  
The City of Brussels has been proactive in the fight 

against sexual harassment and has developed an action 

plan entitled ‘Nothing without my consent’ comprising 

a total of 77 measures. The city’s fight against sexual 

harassment began about ten years ago with Sofie 

Peeters’ documentary, Femme de la rue, which shed 

new light on the reality that women experience on a 

daily basis. The city centre of Brussels is very busy, 

with many places of festivities, and the dense area 

often lacks safety and cleanliness. To alleviate these 

urban problems, the city of Brussels has undergone 

a redevelopment process to have pedestrian zones so 

that all individuals can navigate the centre. In 2014, 

the law against sexism was enacted, which enables 

the judicial system to be used to respond to acts of 

sexism. This measure was intended to grant all female 

individuals the right to move freely and safely around 

the city.

Street harassment is considered the first act of violence 

and, if left unaddressed, is likely to lead to other 

forms of violence. This is why the city of Brussels took 

action before the #metoo movement and the Belgian 

#balancetonbar movement, which allowed the city to 

take effective steps and actively compile the ‘Nothing 

without my consent’ action plan, with the overarching 

goal of changing mindsets. Feminist associations were 

involved in drafting the action plan, which is divided 

into three components, namely prevention, action, and 

monitoring: 

•	 The prevention-awareness component aims to 

inform the public and professionals of the existing 

mechanisms (campaign on street harassment); 

•	 The action component focuses on training on the 5 

Ds (distract, delegate, document, delay and direct), 

similarly to the active bystanders training in Ghent.

The action plan is a 24/7 approach and includes 

nightlife. The city of Brussels has funded a full-time 

Lydia Mutyebele Ngoi
Municipal officer Equal Opportunities, Municipality of Brussels

coordinator at the nightlife federation who will develop 

training for nightlife venues. The action plan also 

foresees sanctions such as substantial fines at the 

communal (local) level that are not dependent on the 

judicial system. 

The equal opportunities unit
The Equal Opportunities unit coordinated by Lydia 

Mutyebele Ngoi is the mainstay of discrimination 

issues and has implemented a gender equality action 

plan (currently version 4) that is evaluated every 

two years. The action plan guides city departments 

in carrying out concrete gender equality actions. The 

actions are monitored to assess what remains to be 

done. For the action plan to work, each department 

must use its budget to ensure that the gender equality 

action plan is reflected and that the actions are 

concrete. To this end, gender budgeting has been 

proposed to guarantee that the budget is developed in 

a gender-sensitive manner, but some departments are 

still reluctant. To remedy this, meetings and training 

are organised to ensure that all departments comply 

with this requirement.

Concrete measures at the local level 
The city of Brussels carried out actions in relation to 

gender equality: 

•	 Associations introduce projects on harassment 

for the city and the unit gives grants so that the 

associative environment can act with concrete 

actions.

•	 The city sets up awareness campaigns. In 2018, the 

campaign ‘salle chienne’ was relayed throughout 

the city, in public transport, and followed by an 

exhibition of briefs in reaction to the dismissal of 

a sexual assault in Ireland because the victim had 

worn underwear deemed provocative. 

•	 Women are made more visible in the public space. 

A list of illustrious women has been elaborated by 
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the Equal Opportunities Unit. When a new street is 

to be named or renamed, a woman’s name is to be 

used.

•	 Public education is seen as the best tool to change 

mentalities and counter the embeddedness 

of patriarchal ideas in all communities and 

cultures. A change of discourse should happen 

to go beyond the popular adage of protecting 

our girls and towards the will to better educate 

our boys. The Plan for Gender Equality in Public 

Education, which was initiated in 2011, aims to 

promote awareness of gender stereotypes, develop 

critical thinking, encourage non-discriminatory 

educational practices, raise awareness, and 

promote participation in gender-neutral activities.

•	 Prevention service of the city is composed of 

peacekeepers and the ‘Bruciteam’ in charge of 

the downtown and pedestrian areas. These teams 

have received training to equip them on the 

problem of street harassment through awareness 

workshops and harassment role-playing. They are 

also educated on the legislation in force and on 

the ways to intervene in order to be effective field 

workers. 
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Showcase of photos and videos from the 
BruxELLES project
As a starting point for the workshop, the moderator 

recalled the general context: we still live in a 

patriarchal world built by men and stereotypes remain 

in the societal imagination. Sexual harassment is thus 

one of the manifestations of patriarchy while ‘rape 

culture’2 still infuses the beliefs of society. 

From the video clip, keywords were identified: flirting, 

consent, public space and feeling of insecurity. Broad 

definitions were elaborated, as semantics and language 

have an important role to play in ensuring gender 

equality. 

•	 Flirting differs from harassment in that both 

parties consent.

•	 Consent is seen as a mandatory step in 

interactions. In the new Belgian sexual penal code 

that was adopted this year, the concept of consent 

is now defined.  

•	 Public space includes streets, public transport, and 

any space where one is brought to be in contact 

with other people (waiting rooms, bars, stores, 

sports halls, workplaces, common areas, parking 

lots, etc.).

•	 Feeling of insecurity refers to not feeling at ease 

and leads to the adoption of coping mechanisms 

(such as avoiding taking the metro at night and 

taking the bus or tramway instead). Sometimes 

Workshops 

Workshop in French

there is no objective danger, but women still feel 

uncomfortable. Male individuals are often not 

aware of how unsafe women feel in public spaces. 

As a response, one can observe sisterhood actions 

(i.e., a single woman in the subway will sit next 

to another single woman) that contribute to 

increasing the feeling of safety. 

Documentary Harcèlement de rue
The documentary examines the role of urban planning 

and design in shaping (un)safe public spaces and on 

the other hand, education and awareness raising. It 

also addresses the struggle that women have to face 

in order to move around the city, the permanent 

fight against harassment and coping mechanisms. 

This stems from urban territories being 100% male-

dominated which exacerbates gender inequalities. The 

documentary takes the audience to Rennes (FR), Rouen 

(FR), Lyon (FR), and Vienna (AUS) to find best practices 

in terms of gender equality.

 

Education and awareness raising
Lyon (FR) is a frontrunner city when it comes to 

campaigning against street harassment. The city 

has displays to remind citizens the city belongs to 

everyone. Campaigns to raise awareness of street 

harassment are also visible in the public space. 

Furthermore, in public transport, female volunteers 

called ambassadors ensure the safety of women 

2 Rape culture is a setting in which rape is common and in which sexual 

violence against women is normalised and excused in the media and 

Moderator: Dominique Deshayes
President of Amnesty Belgique francophone
Coordinator of women’s rights

popular culture.  
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passengers during their journeys. They identify 

the most important problems and find solutions, 

including:

•	 Better lighting in the subway 

•	 Murals made by female artists depicting female 

figures in the public space with the aim to increase 

women’s representation in public spaces 

•	 The introduction of request stops in between 

official stops at night 

Gender inequalities begin at an early age and continue 

to be perpetuated throughout the course of a person’s 

life. In Rennes (FR), awareness-raising activities are 

carried out in schools from an early age. In class, boys 

and girls freely discuss and reflect on the occupation of 

the playground. The result is the realisation that boys 

take up more space in the playground and that games 

are gendered, with boys playing soccer and girls on the 

edges of the playground engaging in quiet activities. 

Gender stereotypes are thus very present in children 

and perpetuated as they grow up.  

In Rouen (FR), exploratory walks and research on 

gender inequalities in public spaces identified coping 

mechanisms associated with places considered unsafe. 

Women tend to wear dark clothing, walk quickly with a 

specific purpose, or avoid certain places at night.

Urban planning and design
Aware that public space is dominated by men, the city 

of Rouen (FR) has embarked on a process to rethink 

planning and design in gender terms so that women 

can take ownership of public space. This approach was 

twofold: on the one hand, a bridge was renovated to 

provide wider sidewalks and parks with sports facilities 

were redesigned so that all groups of people felt safe 

and welcome. Free access to restrooms was provided to 

make the public space more accessible for not just men.

Vienna (AUS) is often cited as a good practice gender-

equal city. The city has a long history of implementing 

pilot projects to assess the use of public spaces by girls 

and women. A key element that emerged was the need 

to increase women’s representation in public spaces: 

•	 Parks are no longer just open spaces but have 

facilities that cater to the needs and desires of 

women and girls.

•	 Pedestrian lights are diversified with female 

figures and same-sex couples.

•	 Gender mainstreaming and budgeting are 

essential. 

Main takeaways of the discussion 
•	 Semantics and language are important and may reproduce inequalities, it is thus important to define 

gender inequality, consent, and other concepts. 

•	 The non-perennial nature of awareness campaigns causes the main objectives to quickly fade away. 

Awareness campaigns must be made permanent and should clearly state the legal and financial (i.e., 

fees) implications of harassment. 

•	 Education and awareness in elementary school are essential to avoid the perpetuation of stereotypes.

•	 The media coverage of fear has reinforced the feeling of insecurity among some.

•	 The possibility of working with the Brussels transport company to introduce request stops in between 

official stops at night should be further explored.

•	 Coping mechanisms (choosing their route, avoiding certain places, choosing appropriate clothing, 

reading, or listening to music) are very prominent. The bicycle is often favoured to go faster and avoid 

abusive behaviour. 

It is essential to make men aware of their actions and how they alter women’s perception of safety.

16



Documentary Meisjes plagen, kusjes 
vragen – een documentaire over 
straatintimidatie in Groningen (Teasing 
girls, asking for a kiss – a documentary 
about street harassment in Groningen)
A wide range of topics was discussed during this 

part of the Policy Lab. The discussions touched on 

many different elements of the problem at hand, 

which shows how complex this matter is. The next 

section summarises the outcomes, which touch upon 

separating fears, socialisation, and examples of 

interventions. 

Separating fears
The distinction between incidents that occur and the 

feelings of insecurity that develop because of those 

incidents deserves more attention. Raising awareness, 

for example through the #metoo movement, is 

extremely valuable as it increases the space for 

people to report their experiences and create social 

consciousness. On the other hand, as came out of the 

conversations in the workshop, there is a connection 

between increased awareness and increased feelings 

of unsafety. To be able to reflect properly and critically 

on the issue of women’s safety, feelings of fear should 

be separated between incidents that ‘happened to me’ 

and those that ‘happened to someone else’. This is 

necessary to avoid creating a culture of fear instigated 

by the topic of women’s safety becoming more visible. 

Socialisation 
Socialisation plays a significant role in the 

reproduction of stereotypes. It also relates to the 

need to eliminate the idea that girls and women are 

inherently vulnerable and need to be protected, which 

is strongly reinforced by the way the different genders 

are raised and educated. 

Workshop in Dutch

Through the same mechanisms, the male population 

is often socialised to be more powerful, dominant, 

and tough, which leaves room for problematic power 

relationships. This does not just relate to perpetrators 

but extends to the dynamics in groups of men, 

through which they feel pressured to reinforce these 

behaviours and not show compassion for victims. By 

developing approaches to eliminate street harassment, 

experiences of public space can be improved for all 

groups in society. 

Good practices 
Interventions often tend to be focused on increased 

surveillance (through CCTV) or more police presence in 

the streets. The city of Antwerp, for example, discussed 

the idea of developing ‘purple zones’ in parts of the 

city, where cameras would be placed, and signs would 

inform citizens that they are being watched.  However, 

this type of measure is questionable in terms of 

effectiveness and ethics. More CCTV and surveillance 

could be met with critiques about privacy and intrusion. 

At the same time, whether this will reduce the number 

of sexual intimidation cases in the city is also unclear. 

For example, once people are aware of the cameras, 

they will take measures not to be recognisable, and the 

people who are harassed will still be harassed, even 

if they are filmed. Research also shows that a higher 

number of CCTV in a certain area is correlated with a 

higher number of incidents. It may be that increased 

surveillance simply indicates where incidents tend to 

occur but does not prevent them from happening.

There appears to be a general lack of a holistic vision 

in the measures taken to make public spaces safer 

for women. While this issue might give rise to the 

idea that it is a matter of unsafety that requires more 

common safety interventions, it is rather an umbrella 

Moderator: Els Enhus
Professor emeritus in Criminology
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concept that covers a wide range of issues related to 

the position of different genders in society, including 

problematic stereotypes, power relations, and poor 

education. 

Takeaways
•	 Women feeling unsafe in public spaces should not be normalised and interventions should aim to raise 

awareness while keeping in mind the risk of increased feelings of unsafety.

•	 How children are raised has a very big impact on gender roles, including the overprotection of girls.

•	 Integrated policy and projects are crucial, silo-thinking is not adequate.

•	 To develop a better understanding of the mechanisms behind this phenomenon, different types of 

fears have to be distinguished (‘this happened to me’ and ‘this happened to someone else’).

•	 More research is needed, especially on the essence of gender relations, since elements of these 

relations are constantly changing, making this conversation very complex.
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Key takeaways

The issue of women’s safety in public spaces has long been overlooked in academia 
and urban policymaking. Recent research has demonstrated that society normalises 
street and sexual harassment, which impacts how women navigate the city. To ensure 
their safety, women adopt coping mechanisms such as avoiding an area deemed 
unsafe or using a different route or mode of transportation, which limits their freedom 
of movement. To ensure safety in the public space, a systemic behavioural change 
is necessary. National and local governments alongside local organisations have 
recognised this and are increasingly taking actions to raise awareness on street 
harassment. 

The roundtable 
Initiatives, such as the Safer Cities program initiated by Plan International Belgium, aim to empower 

girls and women by way of mapping loci of sexual harassment and areas considered unsafe. At the 

juridical level, the 2014 law against sexism was enacted but much work remains to be done as 90% of 

police officers report that they have never enforced it. Encompassing and integrated policies should be 

implemented to overcome this issue. 

Furthermore, Belgian cities are considered frontrunners in the fight of sexism and street harassment. 

Ghent put forward the active bystander training to educate civil servants and citizens on how to respond 

when they witness incidents of intimidation in the public space. Based on the success of this initiative, 

the city of Ghent has been granted a mentorship to guide other cities in introducing active bystander 

trainings. Brussels, on the other hand, has been proactive in the fight against sexual harassment and 

has developed an action plan entitled ‘Nothing without my consent’ comprising a total of 77 measures 

aimed at eradicating street harassment. 

The workshops 
By means of the screening of documentaries on street harassment in the Netherlands and France, 

discussions were held to talk about the participants’ experiences in the public space. The complexity of 

the issue at hand was reiterated and the need to define semantics and keywords was brought up. Women 

feeling unsafe in public spaces should not be normalised and more actions should be taken to raise 

awareness. However, while awareness campaigns are seen as a first step to raise awareness and educate 

men and boys, their non-perennial nature causes the main objectives to quickly fade away. Emphasis 

should therefore be placed on education of pupils to avoid reproducing and perpetuating stereotypes 

and sexism. In terms of policymaking, breaking silos and ensuring policies are developed through an 
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integrated lens seems to be a major step forward alongside more extensive research on the essence 

of gender relations. Elements of these relations are constantly changing, making this conversation 

very complex and difficult for policy to respond to accordingly. What makes it additionally intricate is 

the need to define concepts before being able to move forward. For example, as was discussed during 

the workshops, what constitutes unsafety is often a convoluted conversation, as feelings of fear 

are intertwined with actual unsafety. Being able to dissect the two is necessary to develop effective 

responses.


