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Safe Cities London is committed to making London a safe 

city where women, girls, nonbinary and trans individuals, 

and survivors access public spaces and participate in 

public life without fear or experience of sexual violence.

A collaborative, city-wide initiative, Safe Cities London 

engages researchers, community leaders, service 

organizations, community members, and individuals 

with lived experience. 
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INTRODUCTION
United Nations Women Safe Cities Initiative

Safe Cities and Safe Public Spaces (Safe Cities) is a worldwide United 
Nations Women initiative that draws attention to the issue of violence 
against women and girls in public spaces, such as the workplace, a school, a 
restaurant or bar, while using public transportation or recreational spaces, 
or in a park. 

In 2013, sexual violence against women and girls in public spaces was 
identified as an area of concern by the United Nations Commission for the 
Status of Women, who called on governments around the world to prevent 
violence against women and girls.1  The goal of the Safe Cities initiative is 
to empower women and girls and create safer communities by identifying 
strategies for preventing and responding to violence.
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Safe Cities London

Safe Cities London is committed to making London a safe city where women, 
girls, nonbinary and trans individuals, and survivors access public spaces and 
participate in public life without fear or experience of sexual violence.

A collaborative, city-wide initiative, Safe Cities London engages researchers, 
community leaders, service organizations, community members, and 
individuals with lived experience. The timeline below outlines the formation 
and evolution of Safe Cities London.

2017 London City Council unanimously endorsed the 
Safe Cities initiative. London became the third 
Canadian city to be part of the United Nations 
Safe Cities initiative, along with Winnipeg and 
Edmonton.

2018 London City Council allotted financial resources 
for the Safe Cities London scoping study. A 
Community Advisory Committee and Research 
Sub-Committee were created to guide the 
scoping study. The scoping study was conducted 
between July 1, 2018 and December 31, 2018.

2019 The Community Advisory Committee and 
Research Sub-Committee prepared the Safe Cities 
London Scoping Study which included local and 
national statistical data, results from the scoping 
study, and a series of next steps.

2020 The Community Advisory Committee worked 
collectively to develop the Safe Cities London 
Action Plan. The content of which is the focus of 
this document.
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The Safe Cities London Scoping Study 

United Nations Women states that, 
“Although violence in the private 
domain is now widely recognized as 
a human rights violation, violence 
against women and girls, especially 
sexual harassment in public spaces, 
remains a largely neglected issue, 
with few laws or policies in place to 
prevent and address it.” 2  

Further, when women, girls, 
nonbinary and trans individuals, 
and survivors feel unsafe in these 
spaces, it can limit their ability to 
freely navigate, enjoy, and actively 
participate in public life. For these 
reasons, the Safe Cities initiative 
focused on public spaces, such 
as parks, streets, public transit, 
community centres, etc. 

Between July 1, 2018 and December 
31, 2018, Safe Cities London 
conducted a scoping study to 
examine the incidence of sexual 
violence in public spaces in London 
(where, what, who, when), the 
factors women, girls, nonbinary 
and trans individuals, and survivors 
reported affected their sense of 
safety, and local and national trends. 

The Safe Cities London scoping 
study sought to better understand 
the local context related to targeted 
acts of violence experienced by 
women, girls, nonbinary and trans 
individuals, and survivors, including 
sexual violence in public spaces, 
as well as factors that influence 
the perceptions of safety for 
women, girls, nonbinary and trans 
individuals, and survivors. 

The Safe Cities London Scoping 
Study provides a summary of the 
results, including results from the 
participative mapping tool and 
focus groups. 
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Definitions  

Sexual Violence: Sexual violence is a 
form of gender-based violence and 
is a broad term that describes any 
violence, physical or psychological, 
carried out through sexual means or 
by targeting sexuality. Sexual violence 
takes different forms and can 
include sexual assault, rape, sexual 
harassment, stalking, trafficking, 
unwanted sexual comments or 
advances, cyber harassment, 
image-based sexual abuse, sexual 
exploitation, indecent or sexualized 
exposure, voyeurism, and degrading 
sexual imagery in any setting, 
including but not limited to 
home and work.

Public Spaces: Our strategic 
framework is set within the context 
of the following public spaces in 
London: in transit; parks, paths, and 
green spaces; residential areas; local 
businesses, shopping areas, and 
service centres; downtown; nightlife 
and entertainment spaces; 
campuses and schools; and online/
virtual spaces.

Intersectional Approach: It 
is important to consider the 
intersection of gender with other 
inequalities and oppressions (e.g., 
sexuality, gender identity, ethnicity, 
indigeneity, immigration status, 
disability, etc.) to understand the 
context of violence against women, 
girls, nonbinary and trans individuals, 
and survivors.3 An intersectional 
approach recognizes that all 
oppressions exist simultaneously 
and create unique experiences of 
violence for women, girls, nonbinary 
and trans individuals, and survivors.  
As stated by Kimberle Crenshaw: 
“Intersectionality is a lens through 
which you can see where power 
comes and collides, where it 
interlocks and intersects. It’s not 
simply that there’s a race problem 
here, a gender problem here, or a 
class or LGBTQ problem there.” 4
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United Nations Women Safe Cities 
Initiative: Safe Cities and Safe Public 
Spaces (Safe Cities) is a worldwide 
United Nations Women initiative 
that draws attention to the issue of 
violence against women and girls in 
public spaces, such as workplaces, 
schools, restaurants or bars, while 
using public transportation or 
recreational spaces, or in public 
parks. In 2013, sexual violence 
against women and girls in public 
spaces was identified as an area 
of concern by the United Nations 
Commission for the Status of 
Women, who called on governments 
around the world to prevent 
violence against women and girls.5  
The goal of the Safe Cities initiative 
is to empower women and girls 
and create safer communities by 
identifying strategies for preventing 
and responding to violence.

Women, Girls, Nonbinary and 
Trans Individuals, and Survivors: 
This work focuses on those who 
have felt unsafe in public spaces 
because of their gender or because 
they have experienced sexual 
violence already. Statistically, we 
know that women, girls, nonbinary 
and trans individuals, and survivors 
are at a higher risk of experiencing 
sexual violence and thus have 
reported feeling weary, unsafe, and/
or unable to freely navigate, enjoy, 
and actively participate due to their 
gender.
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"[This work] is essential. Particularly for those who have been through 
sexual abuse, to have access to safe spaces in their communities  
because to us, the world as a whole, is not experienced as safe. We 
have to live with the knowledge that we are at risk of violence be-
cause of our gender. We are taught from a young age that we need 
to be hyper vigilant and know how to protect ourselves. For those 
who have been the targets of sexual abuse, this is even more of a  
reality. When we do not feel secure in our surroundings, we are not 
able to be our authentic selves, especially as Indigenous women, 
to reach our full potential or to heal from our experiences. For me, 
Okaadenige is my only safe space in London and surrounding area. 
This speaks volumes to the need."

- An Okaadenige Member 
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A CALL TO ACTION 
Why a Safe Cities Action Plan for London
When women, girls, nonbinary and 
trans individuals, and survivors are 
not safe in public spaces, it has a 
significant adverse effects on their 
lives. Both the threat and experience 
of sexual violence affects their 
access to social activities, freedom of 
movement, education, employment, 
leadership opportunities, and 
psychological well-being. 

From the scoping study, we know 
women, girls, nonbinary and trans 
individuals, and survivors in London 
experience sexual violence in public 
spaces, ranging from unwanted 
sexual remarks to sexual assault. 
This aligns with the data and 
testimonies shared by organizations 
in London that serve individuals who 
have experienced sexual violence. 
The experiences of women, girls, 
nonbinary and trans individuals, and 
survivors in London demonstrates 
the urgency of providing effective, 
comprehensive, and innovative 
solutions to this pressing issue.

Addressing sexual violence against 
women, girls, nonbinary and 
trans individuals, and survivors 
is an increasingly complex and 
interconnected challenge. Siloed 
solutions do not work. A systemic, 
collaborative approach is required 
to create the change that is urgently 
needed. Our system change 
approach will be a deliberate 
process to transform individual, 
organizational, and system level 
behaviours in order to establish new, 
comprehensive, and sustainable 
solutions. 

While our work is focused on public 
spaces, we have structured our 
strategic framework to develop a 
comprehensive approach rather 
than targeting specific public 
locations and spaces. In this way, we 
have furthered our commitment to 
comprehensive system change. Our 
annual actions, however, will address 
specific public spaces through 
place-based initiatives.
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Why this Approach is Unique for London

1 in 3 Londoners6 who are women 
will experience sexual violence. 
This statistic has not changed in 
decades.7  We need coordinated, 
bold, decisive action today so that 
London can become a safe city 
where women, girls, nonbinary 
and trans individuals, and survivors 
access public spaces and participate 
in public life without fear or 
experience of sexual violence.

In London, there are significant 
efforts being implemented to 
address sexual violence in private 
spaces. It is important work that is 
much needed in our community. The 
Safe Cities London Action Plan will 
build on this great work, with a focus 
on reclaiming public spaces. 

Safe Cities London is the first-
ever city-wide initiative that 
brings together service providers, 
researchers, community, and 
individuals with lived experience to 
address sexual violence in public 
spaces. This new approach extends 
beyond UN Safe Cities requirements 
and is designed to meet the specific 
needs of the London community. 
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How the Action Plan was Developed 

The development of the Safe Cities Action Plan was an intensive, collaborative 
process led by the Safe Cities London Advisory Committee. The Advisory 
Committee members conducted research, reviewed documentation, and 
prepared content for the Action Plan. Over a period of six months, Advisory 
Committee members engaged in critical analysis, challenging debate, and 
robust dialogue. 

The following five phases guided the development of the Safe Cities Action 
Plan from August 2020 – February 2021.

Phase 1 Review of scoping study results 

Phase 2 Development of core areas of focus 

Phase 3 Identification of expected results and strategies 

Phase 4 Creation of initial actions 

Phase 5 Review and approval of the Safe Cities Action Plan 
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Advisory Committee members are representative of community 
leaders, service organizations, researchers, and individuals with lived 
experience. The following Advisory Committee members were in-
volved in the development of the Action Plan during the six-month 
development period.
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THE STRATEGIC 
FRAMEWORK
Vision 

London is a safe city where women, girls, nonbinary and trans individuals, and 
survivors access public spaces and freely participate in public life without fear 
or experience of sexual violence.

Guiding Principles  

The following principles will guide how we work together to implement the 
Safe Cities London Action Plan. 

Intersectionality We will prioritize the use of an intersectional lens.

Accountability We will take responsibility for actions and outcomes.

Innovation We will take calculated risks and implement innovative 
approaches.

Collaboration We will provide strategic guidance and share roles 
and responsibilities.

Evidence-Informed We will make decisions based on evidence.8

Accessibility We will ensure that everything we do is in an 
accessible format. 9

Trauma-Informed We will embed a trauma-informed lens in our work.
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Areas of Focus

The Safe Cities London Action Plan has three areas of focus: 

•	 Social Norms
•	 Policy and Practice 
•	 Collaboration 

Each of these areas of focus have corresponding outcomes, expected results, 
strategies, and initial actions.

Social Norms Policy and Practice Collaboration
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Areas of Focus: Social Norms

Outcome: Londoners have a comprehensive understanding of sexual 
violence in public spaces that inspires individual and community action to 
make public spaces safe for women, girls, nonbinary and trans individuals, 
and survivors.

Expected Result 1: Increased knowledge of what sexual violence is, what 
causes it, its effects, and intersectional impacts.

Strategy Initial Actions

Provide education, tools, 
and resources about sexual 
violence. 10

1.	 Create a community-wide understanding 
about sexual violence through education.

2.	 Provide education about trauma responses 
and the impacts on women, girls, nonbinary 
and trans individuals, and survivors.

3.	 Implement a campaign to raise awareness  
of the effects of sexual objectification  
(i.e. catcalling).

4.	 Offer education to London-based 
organizations about online sexual violence 
and how to create and maintain safe online 
spaces for women, girls, nonbinary and trans 
individuals, and survivors.

5.	 Develop a template for community 
guidelines, norms, and behaviours in  
online spaces. 
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Expected Result 2: Increased skill and desire to take appropriate action.

Strategy Initial Actions

Prepare and implement 
space-specific bystander 
intervention training.

1.	 Prepare online norms for bystander 
intervention and disseminate this 
information.

2.	 Design, implement, and amplify bystander 
education and intervention training programs 
in bars/clubs, public transportation, and post-
secondary institutions.

3.	 Integrate bystander intervention training into 
the City of London Ambassador Program. 

Address a consent culture in 
the city.

1.	 Provide education related to harmful 
masculine norms and expectations.

2.	 Engage men and boys from high risk groups 
in education efforts as allies. 

Engage men as allies and 
hold men accountable to end 
sexual violence.

1.	 Leverage the social capital of men and boys 
and engage them to speak out publicly.
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Areas of Focus: Policy and Practice 

Outcome: Evidence-informed policy and practice that shifts culture, mindset, 
and behaviour to make public spaces safe for women, girls, nonbinary and 
trans individuals, and survivors by creating a community in which sexual 
violence is not accepted or tolerated.

Expected Result 1: Increased use of an intersectional gendered lens in policy 
development related to public spaces.

Strategy Initial Actions

Support the review and 
update of current guidelines,      
policies, and practices to 
include the use of GBA+.

1.	 Integrate the use of GBA+ in policy 
development.

2.	 Provide resources, templates, and training on 
how to use GBA+ in policy development. 

Expected Result 2: Improved use and monitoring of new and existing policies 
to support behaviour change.

Strategy Initial Actions

Strengthen and design new 
mechanisms to enforce policy.

1.	 Review existing policies and assess whether 
mechanisms exist for them to be enforced.

2.	 Create tools and resources for organizations 
to review and revise their own policies to 
ensure enforcement. 

Create new policies that drive 
system change.

1.	 Work with people with lived experience to 
determine policies that are required. 

2.	 Look at enforcement rates, analyze why 
policies are not being enforced, and  
develop recommendations to improve 
enforcement rates.
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Expected Result 3: Improved evidence and understanding of the impact  
of policy use.

Strategy Initial Actions

Measure the implementation 
of policies and behaviour 
change.

1.	 Explore whether organizations are collecting 
data and make recommendations for data to 
be collected.

2.	 Recommend a framework where data is 
collected in the same way and analyze 
aggregate data to determine change across 
the city.

3.	 Create tools to measure policy enforcement 
and behaviour change. 

Expected Result 4: Increased use of environmental design11 as a tool to 
promote safety.

Strategy Initial Actions

Integrate GBA+ in 
environmental design and 
address identified gaps.

1.	 Incorporate GBA+ analysis into the review 
and development of policies and plans that 
impact the design of the built environment.

2.	 Explore the application of a GBA+ lens in the 
completion of a safety audit for the  
downtown core. 
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Areas of Focus: Collaboration

Outcome: A responsive and preventative collaborative system12, with 
community partners working together to make public spaces safe for women, 
girls, nonbinary and trans individuals, and survivors. 

Expected Result 1: Increased collaboration among system partners.

Strategy Initial Actions

Create collaborations that 
leverage unique strengths, 
differences, and contributions.

1.	 Identify community partners to engage  
in this work. 

2.	 Create common messaging for all service 
providers to use when addressing sexual 
violence in public spaces.

Establish a commitment to 
shared learning.

1.	 Create a process to allow for regular sharing of 
information.

2.	 Create a community of practice to allow for 
shared learning opportunities.

Expected Result 2: Improved awareness and understanding of the system 
and its gaps.

Strategy Initial Actions

Raise awareness of services 
and supports available across 
the system.

1.	 Create an online resource that outlines bus 
safety protocols in partnership with London 
Transit Commission. 

Identify gaps and emerging 
needs.

1.	 Map all services and supports available for 
women, girls, nonbinary and trans individuals, 
and survivors who experience sexual violence 
in public spaces.
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Expected Result 3: Increased capacity to create change.

Strategy Initial Actions

Bring new people to our work 
and create allies to enhance 
impact.

1.	 Set criteria and a process to determine who 
needs to be engaged in this work and how 
they will participate. 

Develop and scale innovative 
solutions to address gaps and 
drive system change.

1.	 Explore alternative ways to report sexual 
violence that have been successful in other 
communities.

2.	 Pilot an alternative reporting project. 
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MOVING TO ACTION 
Action Plan Implementation

The success of the Safe Cities Action Plan requires commitment and 
contributions from individuals, organizations, and businesses connected 
to this work. 

A governance structure has been developed to oversee and guide the Safe 
Cities Action Plan. It includes an Advisory Committee that will be responsible 
for overall outcomes and Action Teams that will be responsible for the 
implementation of strategies and actions. 

On an annual basis, work plans will be developed with critical timelines to 
deliver on specific initiatives and actions. 

Action Plan Monitoring and Evaluation

Safe Cities London will monitor and measure the performance and impact of 
the Safe Cities London Action Plan and report to the community.

Further, the Safe Cities London Action Plan will be reviewed on an annual 
basis and updated based on new data to ensure the action plan continues to 
effectively address evolving and emerging issues. 
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8.	 Evidence includes, but is not limited to 
academic studies and the experience 
and expertise of researchers, 
practitioners, and individuals with lived 
experience. 

9.	 This includes compensating individuals 
with lived experience for their 
contributions to this work.

10.	 This includes, but is not limited to, 
topics such as what counts as sexual 
violence, myths about sexual violence, 
where sexual violence occurs, who 
is at a higher risk of sexual violence, 
and intersectional impacts of sexual 
violence.

11.	 Environmental design is the process 
of addressing surrounding parameters 
(natural and built environment) when 
devising plans, programs, policies, 
buildings, or products.

12.	 “System” in this context refers to the 
people, groups, and organizations 
that are connected to and invested in 
creating safe public spaces for women, 
girls, nonbinary and trans individuals, 
and survivors. 
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