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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Past research has shown that the fears and concerns of transit passengers about safety
influence their travel decisions. While the relationship between women’s fear of crime
and public space has been the focus of considerable research, transit environments —
which are especially threatening to female passengers — have received much less
attention. This study examines the issue of women'’s safety on transit through a
comprehensive review of the literature on the topic, in-depth interviews with
representatives of national interest groups, a survey of U.S. transit operators, and
presentation of case studies and best practices from the U.S. and abroad.

The women interviewed for this study argued that women as a group have distinct
safety/security needs and are often fearful of transit settings with specific social and
physical characteristics. Their fear leads them often to adjust their behavior and travel
patterns and/or avoid certain travel modes and settings at certain times. This situation is
more acute for particular groups of women, who because of age, income, type of
occupation, sexual preference, and place of residence may be or feel more vulnerable to
victimization and harassment than others. The women interviewed outlined a series of
design, policing, security technology, education and outreach strategies that would make
women riders feel safer in public settings.

Nevertheless, the survey of transit operators found that only a handful of agencies in the
U.S. currently have programs that target the safety and security needs of women riders.
Most survey respondents believed that women have distinct safety and security needs,
but only one third of them believed that transit agencies should put specific programs into
place to address these needs. Additionally, the survey suggested that there is a
significant mismatch between the safety and security needs and desires of female
passengers and the types and locations of strategies that transit agencies use.

While transit operators in the U.S. have not initiated any particular programs specifically
targeting women'’s safe travel, transit agencies and municipal governments in some
other countries and nonprofit groups in the U.S. and other countries have started
initiatives that target women’s safe and comfortable travel. Based on lessons learned
from such initiatives, as well as the input of respondents in our interviews and survey,
this study proposes a series of suggestions to close the gap between research and
practice on the topic of women’s safety, and address the mismatch between the needs of
women and the practices of transit operators in the U.S. These include 1) initiation of
researcher-practitioner dialogues; 2) incorporation of women’s voices in the planning
process; 3) collaboration and partnering between transit agencies and nonprofits;

4) prioritization of safety/security needs in the transportation system; 5) tailoring
safety/security initiatives to the particular needs of communities; 6) adopting a
multipronged approach to safety that utilizes environmental design, policing, security
technology, education and outreach strategies and policy initiatives; and 7) initiating pilot
programs and policies with the goal of enhancing the safety of women riders.
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INTRODUCTION

| am parking as close to [my destination] as | can. I'm definitely
looking around and being very self-aware, understanding that it is
important to be alert....Some of our members are terrified about
where they live; they are terrified for their children...walking from bus
stops to their home. —Amy Stear, Wisconsin Director of 9to5

We are talking about nothing less but public transportation justice.
This is one of the biggest concerns our members have. As
low-income women and mothers, they depend heavily on public
transportation, and unfortunately there are not a lot of safe places,
especially in the evening, where they can wait for the bus; or they
cut off service so you have to walk through not very safe
neighborhoods to get home. If you work non-traditional hours you
are screwed! —Anita Rees, Associate Director, LIFETIME

Fear of victimization and crime is quite widespread among women. Almost every fear of
crime survey reports that women are much more fearful of crime than men." While the
fear of rape and serious violence from men may lie in the back of many women’s minds,
feminist scholars also argue about an existing continuity of violence against women,
which includes intimidation, groping, sexual comments and harassment, threats, and
other nuisance crimes with sexual undertones.? In explaining the gendered nature of fear
of crime, criminologists highlight these often “invisible” and under-reported crimes
against women.

Regardless of being real or only perceived, fear has some significant consequences for
women and leads them to utilize precautionary measures and strategies that affect their
travel patterns. These range from the adoption of certain behavioral mechanisms when
in public, to choosing specific routes, modal choices, and transit environments over
others, to completely avoiding particular transit environments and activities

(e.g., walking, bicycling) deemed as more unsafe for women. The situation seems to be
particularly aggravating for both low-income and minority women who tend to live in
high-crime neighborhoods, often come back home from work at odd hours, and typically
have less transportation options than more affluent women.

The relationship between women'’s fear and the built environment has been the subject
of much scholarly research with clear findings that women feel unsafe in a variety of
public settings. Some cities and municipalities around the world have begun to address
this issue by initiating programs to assess and remedy safety gaps in the built
environment. A few of these programs have targeted transportation settings, but overall
little academic research or policy action has specifically focused on this aspect of
women’s safety. Whether traveling by bus, automobile, or other modes, women’s fear of
transportation facilities — such as parking structures, buses, train cars, and bus stops — in
turn affects the way women engage in travel, and may preclude them from a basic right
to the city: the ability to move carefree from origin to destination without worrying that a
“‘wrong choice” of mode, transit setting, or time of travel would have consequences for
their safety.

Mineta Transportation Institute



4 Introduction

SCOPE OF THE STUDY

This study documents the safety concerns and needs of women riders as identified by
secondary data from empirical studies as well as first-hand interviews with
representatives of different women’s interest groups, and examines the extent to which
these needs are addressed by policy makers. More specifically, the goals of the study
are to:

1. Identify the perspectives and needs of women regarding safety from crime in transit
environments.

2. Assess if these needs are met by transit operators in the U.S.

3. ldentify model programs and best design and policy practices in the U.S. and
overseas that address women’s concerns about safe transit travel.

4. Discuss a series of recommendations for reducing women’s fear and achieving
greater safety in transit settings.

METHODOLOGY
This study has gathered research data from numerous sources, including the following:

» Literature review of scholarly studies, professional reports, and newspaper articles
focusing on women'’s fears and concerns about safety in public environments with a
particular emphasis on transit settings.

» Web-based survey of 131 transit agencies in cities throughout the United States (see
Appendix A).

* Interviews with 16 representatives of women’s interest groups in the United States
(see Appendix B).

» Case studies of model programs and practices (both domestic and international)
addressing aspects of women'’s fear of transit environments (see Appendix C).

LAYOUT OF THE STUDY

The study is composed of six sections. Following the introduction, the second section,
“Fear of Transit: Who Is Afraid and Why?” presents a comprehensive literature review of
women’s fear in transit environments. Women'’s fear is particularly associated with
specific environmental conditions and settings. This section summarizes the facts and
fallacies about women'’s fear, and explains the outcomes of this fear as reflected in
women’s behavior and travel patterns.

The third section, “Input of Women Riders,” draws from international surveys with women
riders as well as interviews with representatives of women’s groups in the U.S. to give a
voice to the specific fears, needs, and aspirations of women transit riders. Respondents
discuss some of the distinct transit needs that women riders are facing, as well as the
additional concerns faced by older, low-income, and lesbian women.

The fourth section, “The Response of Transit Operators,” summarizes the results of a
web-based survey of U.S. transit operators, which found that only a handful of agencies
currently have programs that target the safety and security needs of women. This survey
suggests that there is a significant mismatch between the safety and security needs and
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desires of female passengers and the types and locations of strategies that transit
agencies use.

The fifth section, “Case Studies of Innovative Responses to Women’s Fear of
Transportation Environments,” presents programs, initiatives, and plans that seek to
enhance the safety of women riders. The programs are quite varied in scope and means.
RightRides, a New-York-based nonprofit, provides safe transportation alternatives on
weekend nights to women and transgender individuals. Hollaback is a web-based
grassroots effort which provides a forum for women victims of harassment in public and
transit settings to document their stories and resist passive victimization. METRAC is a
Toronto-based organization which has created widely-used Safety Audits of public and
transit environments. Transport for London’s plans for women are a comprehensive effort
by a large transportation operator to respond to the particular needs of its women
customers. Finally, this section gives an overview and discusses the pros and cons of
“‘women-only” transportation schemes that are in effect in some cities in Japan, Great
Britain, Mexico, India, and Brazil among others.

The last section, “Conclusions and Recommendations,” draws from the previous findings
to discuss recommendations for safer transit environments for women.

Mineta Transportation Institute
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FEAR OF TRANSIT:
WHO IS AFRAID AND WHY? A LITERATURE REVIEW

Fear and anxiety about personal security are important detractors from using public
transit.> Many people avoid specific transit routes or bus stops, use them only during
daytime, or do not use transit at all, if they believe that they may be harassed or
victimized when on the bus, train, or at the station or stop. Empirical research in different
cities of the Western world has confirmed that fear about crime affects transit ridership.
Indeed, a survey by the UK Department for Transport conducted in 2002, showed that
“an extra 10.5% of journeys would be generated if the public felt more secure when
traveling, particularly when waiting at stations.”* Similarly, Wekerle and Whitzman® found
that the negative perception of passengers about transit security influenced riders’
decisions to use transit in New York City, Toronto, and London, while Loukaitou-Sideris®
found that the majority of car owners who responded to a Los Angeles inner-city survey
would use public buses if they perceived them as clean and safe.

Surveys of the perceptions of transit passengers have revealed a number of issues
related to their anxiety about personal security. For one, fear of transit is more
pronounced in certain social groups than others. Indeed, gender emerges as the most
significant factor related to anxiety and fear about victimization in transit environments .
Researchers have also identified more pronounced levels of fear of public settings
among the elderly,® certain ethnic groups, ° and low-income people,'® who typically tend
to live in high-crime neighborhoods. Important differentiations seem to exist among
members of specific social groups in their fear of public settings and transit environments
because of age, race, class, cultural and educational background, sexual orientation,
prior victimization experiences, and disability status.'’ But researchers also warn us not
to fall into the trap of considering social groups as uniform or stereotypical, urging for a
more nuanced analysis of the causes of fear of victimization and crime.'?

Empirical studies have also shown that the presence of certain environmental factors in a
public setting is in general associated with greater fear. These include darkness,
desolation, lack of opportunities for informal surveillance by the general public or the
residents of surrounding establishments, lack of maintenance, and poor environmental
quality.’® Therefore, the physical characteristics of the immediate neighborhood where a
bus stop or station is located can affect people’s perception of risk and fear.
Criminologists have long talked about the relationship between physical incivilities (such
as run-down vacant buildings, litter, or graffiti) and fear.' The specific design
characteristics of a transportation setting can induce fear among passengers. People are
mostly fearful in places where they do not have a clear line of sight of their surroundings;
where there are many nooks, corners, or other objects behind which someone can hide;
and where they may feel trapped with no possibilities of escape. Underpasses, tunnels,
and dark1gnderground stations are typically more feared than open, ground-level transit
facilities.

Desolation and general lack of people and activity in a transportation setting contributes
to anxiety and the fear that no one will be there to help if a crime occurs. The absence of
visible staff and other passengers on station platforms and train wagons contributes to
concerns about safety. Women in particular have been found quite fearful of empty train
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8 Fear of Transit: Who is Afraid and Why? A Literature Review

cars.'® At the same time, many women feel that having only one other passenger around
while waiting for the bus or train is more threatening than being alone.’’

While most passengers typically feel safer in the presence of other passengers, drunks,
beggars, homeless individuals, and rowdy crowds (often referred to as “social
incivilities”) in the vicinity of a transit stop or station or on the vehicle can also have a
chilling effect on transit riders. Surveying a national sample of 1,101 randomly selected
adults, LaGrange et al.’® noted a significant relationship between neighborhood
incivilities and perceptions of risk. Rohe and Burby19 found that social incivilities were
more predictive of fear than physical incivilities, while LaGrange et al.?° did not find one
type of incivilities more predictive of fear than the other.

Almost every survey of transit passengers has found that they feel more unsafe walking
to their stops or waiting for the bus or the train after dark than during daytime.?! Indeed,
very few respondents of a 1997 survey administered by the Department for Transport in
the UK felt unsafe waiting at the bus stop alone during the day, but this number
increased significantly for nighttime waiting, when 44% of women and 19% of men felt
unsafe.?? Similarly, the British Crime Survey—an annual national survey which gathers
information on residents’ concerns about crime, found that the majority of residents feel
unsafe walking alone after dark.?® Additionally, passengers are typically more fearful
during their journeys to and from the stop or station and during their wait for the bus or
train than when they are on the transit vehicle.?* This fear seems to be justified by
empirical research. Indeed, in a survey of ten transit agencies, Shen et al.?° found that
most crime incidents took place either in the near vicinity (42%) or at the transit station or
stop (36%), while only 22% of the incidents happened on the transit vehicle.

The prospect of long waits for the bus is enough to deter transit use, not solely because
of inconvenience but also because of the perceived risk that an extended wait can entail.
Presumably the presence of a bus driver or train operator and the structured setting of
the transit vehicle are more reassuring to passengers than the unpredictability of the
more public and open environment of the bus stop or station platform.

WOMEN'’S FEAR OF PUBLIC AND TRANSIT ENVIRONMENTS

Crime surveys and empirical studies from different parts of the world show that a majority
of women are fearful of the potential violence against them when in public spaces. A
number of explanations have been given to this phenomenon, which include the
perceived vulnerability of women because of a lesser physical ability to defend
themselves;?® the influence upon them of parental advice and societal admonitions;%’
their greater propensity to transfer past experiences and memories of victimization to
present situations;?® the additional concern for their children, who often accompany them
[Women’s Planning Network Inc. (1995)]; and the persistent sexual harassment that
women suffer on streets and public transportation vehicles.?® Women'’s fear for their
safety and that of their children is often amplified by media accounts and the public
reprggentation and sensationalization of crime that contributes to a social production of
fear.

Women'’s high level of fear of victimization and crime does not seem to be justified by
statistics which consistently show very low rates of reported crime against women in
public spaces. This paradox has led to the conclusion that women’s fear of crime is
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irrational and more of a problem than crime itself.3" What the official statistics do not
show, however, is that significant numbers of intimidating and even violent acts against
women go unnoticed and under-reported. Thus, a second fallacy seems to disregard or
render invisible acts of sexual harassment (verbal or physical conduct of sexual nature
such as groping or fondling) that often take place in public settings (such as overcrowded
buses and trains). Such behavior against women is quite pervasive, as studies in
different cities of the world (from New Delhi to New York and from London to Jerusalem)
seem to indicate.3? Indeed, fear of harassment “cuts across the experience of women in
cities and across identities of marital status, nationality, and sexual orientation.”33
Women are often embarrassed and reluctant to report sexual offenses against them, in a
public culture that often puts blame on the victim of sexual assault. More empirical and
qualitative research justifies women’s concerns, by contradicting the official statistical
numbers, and showing that levels of violence against women are significantly higher than
those reported by the police. 34

A third fallacy is identified by criminologists as a “spatial mismatch” between the
locations in which most violent acts against women usually occur (private spaces) and
the locations which are mostly feared by women (public spaces). The majority of violent
crimes against women happen by familiar and familial persons at home or other private
settings, not by strangers in public spaces. Yet the social production of fear—which
includes parental admonitions, highly-publicized media stories, crime prevention classes
at schools, and advice and warnings by the police—tends to emphasize the threat that
women are facing in the public realm. Feminists argue that this fallacy, which
underestimates domestic violence, also leads to women being misinformed about the
main location of danger and avoiding public settings.3°

A fourth fallacy equalizes all women and their perceived agoraphobia under a broad and
uniform category, ignoring important differentiations that exist among them because of
age, race, class, cultural and educational background, sexual orientation, and disability
status. This generalized, “one-size-fits-all” approach has been criticized by some, who
rightly argue that the fear of crime can be profoundly affected by all the aforementioned
factors.3® Empirical studies typically find that older women generally feel less safe than
younger women.3’ Lower socioeconomic status is often shown to be associated with
unsafe neighborhoods and transient domiciles.®® Therefore, women in poor
neighborhoods are typically afraid of being assaulted on the street.2® Women from
non-white and ethnic backgrounds often experience higher levels of fear in their
neighborhoods than white women.*° Similarly, women with physical or mental disabilities
and lesbian women are more fearful of assault in public spaces.*":

Finally, as Pain*? argues, “fear and boldness, although they may be gendered, are not
essentially female and male qualities.” While many women tend to feel unsafe in certain
environmental settings, fear is not inherent in women but rather socially constructed. The
conceptualization of women as victims entails a certain danger of increasing women’s

fears, or perpetuating the notion that they must “operate under some kind of curfew”. 43

While women’s fear of public and transit environments often has social connotations, it
also appears to be firmly situated in particular built environments. Empirical studies such
as the analysis of crime data from Chicago showed that women tend to be more
sensitive than men to signs of danger and social disorder, graffiti, and unkempt and
abandoned buildings.** A Swedish study using crime data from Stockholm found that
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10 Fear of Transit: Who is Afraid and Why? A Literature Review

women and men respond to similar environmental conditions differently. Women are
typically more fearful in public settings because they tend to perceive a higher risk there
than men. The researchers attributed that finding to the threatening sexual behavior that
many women often encounter from men in public settings.*®

Gil Valentine*® emphasizes two general categories of spaces as particularly frightening
to women: 1) enclosed spaces with limited exit opportunities such as multi-story parking
structures, underground passages, and subway stations and 2) anonymous and
deserted open spaces such as desolate transit stops. The first provide opportunities for
criminals to trap and attack women, while the second may allow potential offenders to
conceal themselves and act outside the visual range of others.

Many of the feared spaces include transportation settings. Table 1 shows the significantly
higher percentages of British women feeling unsafe after dark in various transportation
settings. Empirical studies have shown that women take precautions and make
behavioral adjustments to the perceived risk in public and transit settings. If their
financial situation allows, they often prefer to use their car or take a taxi rather than walk
or use public transit because of fear for their safety.*’ Indeed, exactly half of the
Canadian women surveyed indicated that fear prevents them from using public
transportation or parking garages.*® Women more than men also tend to confine their
use of public transit to certain hours of the day, or use it if only accompanied by
boyfriends, spouses, or friends.*%

Table 1 Transportation Settings where (British) Women and Men Feel Unsafe

After Dark

Women Men
Walking in multi-story parking structures (62%) Waiting on underground station platforms (32%)
Waiting on underground station platforms (61%) Travel on the underground (32%)
Waiting on train platforms (60%) Walking in multi-story parking structures (31%)
Travel on the underground (60%) Waiting on train platforms (25%)
Walking from bus stop or station (59%) Walking from bus stop or station (25%)
Travel on Train (51%) Walking in surface parking lot (21%)
Walking in surface parking lot (51%) Walking to bus stop or station (20%)
Waiting at bus stop (49%) Waiting at bus stop (20%)
Walking to bus stop or station (48%) Travel on Train (20%)
Travel on Bus (40%) Travel on Bus (18%)

Source: Department for Transport (2004), London, UK, p. 28

Women’s fear of crime in public spaces has been adequately documented.®® Research
of transit passengers’ perceptions of transit safety has also intensified in response to the
recognition that anxieties about crime are impeding travel choices and affect transit
ridership and revenue,®! and researchers have written guidelines for safer cities and
transit environments.>?> Some of the aforementioned studies incorporate an analysis of
gender differences in perceptions of safety on transit; however, the focus is not
specifically on women and safety. In contrast, a small subset of studies has focused on
women’s concerns and fears about personal safety in transit environments.®3
Criminologists complain, however, that our increased knowledge about the causes of
fear has not necessarily translated into nuanced policy responses tailored to the
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particularities of different groups and physical settings. Additionally, there remains a
general lack of knowledge regarding specific female requirements for transit
environments. Researchers have argued that “this is partly due to the imperceptibility of
women, for which female researchers criticize most of the existing research. It applies a
universal human concept based on the assumption that women and men are in the same
situation, and therefore, have the same needs and attitudes”.>*
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INPUT OF WOMEN RIDERS

Empirical research has clearly established that the transportation needs and travel
behavior of women are different from men.®®> Women often work closer to home, make
more trip chains between home and child care or school and on to work, and are often
accompanied by their children in their trips.®® Because they frequently have to do
non-work related chores, they need more travel flexibility than men.®’ As already
discussed, women typically have many more concerns for their safety during travel than
men.

Women, however, are not a homogeneous group. As Lang®® explains: “There are vast
differences between the needs of elderly women, women in the paid labor force, and
women whose work is home-based. There are also differences between the needs of
women at different stages in their life cycle.... Similarly, there will be vast differences in
needs depending on the income of the household and whether women have access to a

car.

While scholars agree that women have diverse and specific transportation needs, few
researchers, transit agencies, or policy makers have directly asked women riders about
their safety needs or sought to identify women’s proposals and preferences regarding
safe and secure travel. The limited information we have on this topic comes primarily
from surveys of women in the United Kingdom and Canada as well as safety audits
undertaken by women in these two countries. In safety audits, women walk around a
transportation setting or public environment noting their fears and concerns and making
suggestions for improved safety. From such surveys and audits we know that women
passengers generally prefer staffing to technological solutions and are very skeptical of
the tendency of transit agencies to replace staff from trains or buses with automated
machines. Discussing the findings of a 2002 survey by the Department of Transport in
the UK, Carter®® explained that “when traveling by bus, women prefer an additional staff
member and the refusal by the driver to board those influenced by alcohol or drugs,
whereas men prefer CCTV [closed-circuit-television] and in-vehicle radio contact for the
driver. On trains, women and men both prefer to have a staff member walking through a
train, although for women the preference is more marked.” Similarly, an earlier survey of
women in Southampton, England, found that they repeatedly favored more staff and
police officers as measures to improve their perceptions of safety while on the buses,
parking lots, or streets.®°

The tendency of many transportation agencies to retrofit their station platforms and bus
stops with CCTV cameras seems to offer little comfort to women. Female participants in
focus groups and workshops at Nottingham, England, argued that they “do not feel more
secure in the knowledge that someone, somewhere is supposed to be watching them.”
61 Similarly a study of transit passenger reactions to implemented safety measures in
Ann Arbor, Michigan, found that while CCTV cameras were the most noticed of the
various security improvements, they did not have a significant impact on passengers’
feelings of safety.®?

Certain design measures seem to have a positive effect in reducing women'’s fear.
Surveys of women passengers in the United Kingdom,®® Canada, ®*and the United
States®® showed that good lighting has a positive role in reducing women’s fear. Women
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conducting safety audits in Scarborough, Canada, indicated, however, that good lighting
should extend from the bus stops to the adjacent streets so that bus stops avoid the
“fishbowl effect.”®® Good visibility and natural surveillance opportunities of transit stops
and stations from surrounding establishments emerged as a positive feature in the 1997
national perceptions study conducted in the UK In contrast, survey participants argued
that they often felt unsafe and entrapped in corridors and ramps leading to underground
stations.?” The same respondents also stated that the presence of graffiti and litter at
transit settings, the absence of visible staff, the inadequacy of travel information, long
wait times and infrequent service contributed to feelings of insecurity.%®

Women seem to have mixed reactions to segregated transport schemes (to be
discussed in section 5), which establish women-only services or women-only cars on
commuter trains and subways. Female transit riders in Brazil seemed to appreciate
them,®® while women in Southampton, England, were concerned that such segregated
transport facilities would draw attention to them as targets.”® Policies that receive high
marks from women passengers include request-stop programs, allowing women to
disembark from the bus at locations closer to their final destination during late evening
hours, and public awareness campaigns denouncing groping.””

INTERVIEWS WITH REPRESENTATIVES OF WOMEN'’S INTEREST GROUPS

To get a better grasp of the concerns of women riders in the U.S., we conducted sixteen
in-depth interviews with leaders of national women’s interest groups. These groups
included: 9to5 National Association of Working Women, Alliance of Faith and Feminism,
Church Women United, Black Women’s Health Imperative, LIFETIME, Gender Public
Advocacy Coalition, American Nurses Association, DC Rape Crisis Center, Chicago
Foundation for Women, National Research Center for Women and Families, National
Family Planning and Reproductive Health Association, MANA-National Latina
Association, NOW Foundation, OWL, and Women in Cities International (See Appendix
B for a list of interview contacts and mission statements). While none of these groups
has transit safety as its explicit focus, their representatives talked eloquently and
passionately about the topic on behalf of their members and themselves, and were able
to highlight a number of issues relating to women'’s fears, needs, and aspirations for safe
travel.

Many interviewees stressed the interconnectedness of transit safety/security to other
issues important to both men and women. They reasoned that transit security relates to
economic security (access to better jobs, better educational opportunities, and better
pay), which leads to better housing and neighborhood environments. For poor women,
safe public transportation is also important to accomplish everyday tasks. As argued:

As an organization that works with the poorest, the most at-risk
families, we do always see transportation as an important issue to
these families. Many of them don’t have cars. It is not even always
about access to jobs. Many times it is about mothers traveling on
buses just to get to the grocery store, just to do basic, everyday
things. They rely on that transportation not just for themselves but
they may have a couple of little kids in tow. They are not just
bringing them with them, but they are caring for them and protecting
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them. So public transportation safety is very important. —Amy
Stear, 9to5

Women’s Fear of Public Settings

The overwhelming sentiment of respondents was that safety issues are more prominent
for women than for men, because of the pervasive fear that many women feel when in
public spaces, specifically being at certain settings during certain times. Some felt that
such fears are justified because “most public spaces in urban communities are
dangerous for women,”72 while others indicated that this fear is socially constructed,
arguing that:

Our culture has done a very good job of convincing women that we
are unsafe in public space and that we should not go to certain
places at certain times, where certain people might be present, and
that if we follow those rules we’d be safe. | think that we are
probably safer in public space, and those arbitrary forms of social
control are lies. —Lynne Johnson, Chicago Foundation for Women

Additionally, some respondents referred to statistics that show that the majority of violent
acts against women happen by people they know in domestic and private environments.
Some, however, also pointed to the significant under-reporting of sexual harassment in
public spaces, stating that “harassment transcends age, race, and income for both
harassers and victims. It is consistently felt by women in transit or walking around the
city.”’ One interviewee mentioned that 60-80% of sexual assault and harassment
incidents are never reported to the police.”* This claim is consistent with a recent survey
which found that 63% of the respondents had been sexually harassed in the New York
City subway. Nevertheless, 96% of those harassed did not contact the NYPD and/or the
MTA to file a report.”® This discrepancy between incidences of violence against women
and the rate at which they are reported is highly problematic and was attributed by some
respondents to a misplacement of the blame for the crime onto the victim rather than the
perpetrator. As one interviewee poignantly asked, “What happens if a woman is harmed
or hurt? If she is out in public in the evening, or at a place she shouldn’t go, then she is
blamed for violating the rule of social control.””®

Feared Transit Settings

Consistent to the findings of empirical studies, some transit settings and modes emerged
as highly problematic for women passengers. In general, private automobiles and taxis
were much preferred for their perceived safety to riding public transit, even though one
respondent argued that considerable harassment also occurs in taxi cabs for lesbian,
gay, or transsexual individuals. Riding on the metro was considered safer than riding on
the bus, which was in turn preferred to walking or waiting at a bus stop if conditions
seemed threatening:

| may be less worried about the bus itself than the street. —Amy
Stear, 9to5

The perception is that | am safer if | am on the bus or the subway,
than if | am walking. —Rev. Della Fahnestock, Alliance of Faith and
Feminism

Mineta Transportation Institute



16 Input of Women Riders

| don’t take the bus because it is very unpredictable, uncomfortable,
unsafe, and not fast—the worst of all worlds....Most women feel
much safer and don’t hesitate to go out at night if they have a car
and a safe place to park it. They do hesitate if they have to walk 3
blocks to the bus stop. —Diana Zuckerman, National Research
Center for Women and Families

It is definitely safer to be waiting at a metro station than on a street
corner for the bus. —Denise Snyder, DC Rape Crisis Center

Other feared transportation settings mentioned by respondents included “dimly lit parking
lots,” “parking garages,” “walkways connecting station platforms to park-and-ride
facilities,” and “unstaffed stations with no service and ticket booths.” Representatives of
the Older Women’s League (OWL) also characterized as unsafe, settings where older
women may trip and fall, such as “streets without sidewalks, bus shelters without lighting,
benches too close to the curb, crosswalks with short signal timing and metro escalators
not well marked for ingress and egress.”’’

Consistent to the findings of other empirical studies, many respondents felt that certain
environmental characteristics contribute to the perceived lack of safety. Dark, desolate,
or confined spaces were overwhelmingly perceived as unsafe:

| got off the wrong stop at MARTA and it was really deserted. My
heart rate went up a little bit because there wasn’t anybody around.
—Nancy Hughes, American Nurses Association

The smaller more confined spaces where there aren’t a lot of people
around are more dangerous for women. —Brittney Hoffman, Gender
PAC

In contrast, other environmental characteristics of settings, such as cleanliness, good
visibility, and the presence of staff, police, or simply other passengers contributed to
feelings of safety. Interviewees living in Washington DC (where many of the women’s
interest groups have national headquarters), gave the DC Metro high marks in terms of
safety because it exhibits these positive environmental characteristics.

The DC metro is very safe because it is used by a diverse group of
people. It is very clean, very well lit, well used. There is safety in
numbers. —Diana Zuckerman, NRCWF

DC has one of the best metro systems around. It is clean and of high
caliber. It makes a difference that it does not feel like something that
has been abandoned. —Denise Snyder, DC Rape Crisis Center

The DC metro, which has lots of transit safety personnel and is
designed well with lots of lighting and numerous station managers at
entrances, and officers who ride its trains, is safer than other public
transit systems in large cities. —Jan Erickson, NOW Foundation

Behavioral Adjustments

Fear felt by many women leads to behavioral adjustments and precautions—not walking
alone, avoiding certain settings completely, avoiding travel in the evening, not using
public transportation, not wearing certain types of clothing or jewelry. Some of the
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interviewees confirmed the argument of feminist criminologists, that the fear of crime
may be more potent than the actual risk.

| am always looking for cues to establish if the environment is safe.
Does the parking lot have lights? Are the street lights on? Is there
anyone else entering the elevator? There’s definitely a need to be
aware of all that whenever | am walking from my car to the transit
station. —Rev. Della Fahnestock, Alliance of Faith and Feminism

When you are by yourself you have to really watch where you go, try
to eliminate going in certain areas, going alone at dark, and watch
what you carry in your purse. When | am at the metro | watch who is
in the car. | am very uncomfortable if I'm the only woman in the car.
I'll move to another car....You really have to use precautions
wherever you are. You don’t want to go out at night carrying a big
purse and look like a target. | try not to wear hooded clothing that
someone can grab. —Nancy Hughes, ANA

You have to be thinking of things that could happen and try to limit
those situations. Not running around scared, but at the same time
don’t leave yourself open for something to happen. —Alma Morales
Roja, MANA

Whenever | use the bus or metro | have my fare card or bus money
ready and never open my purse in public. Otherwise, you are asking
for mugging. —Shelia Willet, OWL

Some respondents argued that fear not only leads to behavioral adjustments for women
but also makes them feel the need to manufacture legitimacy for their presence in public
spaces. Purposeful jogging, walking the dog, or waiting for the bus at the bus stop are
viewed as more legitimate activities in public spaces than “aimlessly” waiting at a street
corner.

Distinct Needs of Women

Almost all respondents agreed that women riders have distinct safety needs, and these
needs are affected by age, race, and income because vulnerability is related to these
characteristics. Respondents gave a number of reasons as to why women have distinct
needs. Some argued that this is because “safety issues are more prominent for women.
Not only are they fearing for their own safety, but for their kids’ safety as well.””® Others
reasoned that “women passengers have distinct safety needs because they are not
physically built to be as strong as most men and they are often preyed upon by men.”’®
Still others argued that women are easier targets and more susceptible to transit crime
because they carry purses that are easier to grab.8% Some underlined that it is the risk of
sexual assault in transit settings that makes women’s needs different from those of men.

Women face different issues than men in regards to security in
public transport. I'd be concerned about my son riding the bus as it
relates to groups of young men targeting and picking on him, but |
would be worried about my daughter as it relates to sexual assault. |
don’t think that | would allow her to ride alone. —Amy Stear, 9to5
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Some respondents made special mention of the hardship and resulting greater safety
needs of older women, who “are easier to prey on and overcome;”®! mothers travelling
with children;8? as well as low-income women who “don’t live in the safest
neighborhoods,”8 are “less likely to have a car and more likely to use buses, and are
more at risk because they have to work late and rely on public transportation.”* One
respondent also argued that the environmental characteristics present at transit settings
in low-income neighborhoods are quite different and inferior to those in more affluent
areas:

There are about 1/8 the number of stops on the south side [of
Chicago] as there are on the north side. It's a very different CTA
picture. The sheer difference in the images between the north and
south sides is so stark because there are many more empty lots and
vacant property and poor lighting. It's not as populated, it's not as
dense as what a neighborhood is going to look like on the north
side....and crimes on the south side get very little media attention.
—Lynne Johnson, Chicago Foundation for Women

SUGGESTED ACTIONS AND POLICIES

Right now | walk around in a culture that tolerates, even perpetuates
violence against women and girls, and I'd rather walk around in a
culture that simply says it is not acceptable, and we are going to
focus all our attention on stopping this. —Lynne Johnson, Chicago
Foundation for Women

Traditionally, women’s safety has not been part of city design.
—Eleanor Hinton, Black Women’s Health Imperative

While concerned about the relative lack of societal attention to issues of violence against
women, respondents also had a wealth of suggestions to offer for making transit
environments safer and more fitting to the needs of women riders. These suggestions
can be classified into strategies that use environmental design, security technology,
policing, education and outreach, as well as policy changes to promote the safety of
women riders.

Design Strategies

Design can be applied to different components of the transportation network in an effort
to enhance the environmental factors that reduce fear and eliminate or curtail those that
promote it. For one, the location of transit settings (particularly bus stops) away from
desolate environments and near people and activities was deemed essential to achieve
the “safety in numbers” dictum. Additionally, general maintenance and upkeep of transit
facilities and the regular cleaning of graffiti and litter was found to provide comfort to
riders. As argued, “Keeping an environment clean not only encourages positive behavior
therefore discouraging potential perpetrators; it also makes things feel comfortable for
someone who might have anxiety or fear.”8°

Good lighting of all aspects of the transportation network, including bus stops, platforms,
parking lots, and streets, was mentioned as extremely important by all respondents:
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| think that lighting is huge. It's not that it doesn’t happen in broad
daylight, but it seems that it would reduce incidences. —Amy Stear,
9tos

Transit settings do not have as much lighting as they should. Every
parking lot at every line should have good lighting. Agencies should
make sure that there is a well-lit area around the station with no dark
corners. That’s an easy fix. There’s no excuse for not having good
lighting. —Alma Morales, MANA

Some respondents also argued for bus shelter designs that allow good visibility from the
surroundings, have minimum advertising so that people can see you from the street, and
incorporate armrests on benches to discourage the homeless from sleeping there.

Security Technology Strategies

Respondents emphasized that the presence of staff (taking tickets, opening gates,
watching over the space and at station entries and exits) provides a level of security
unattainable through technological substitutes. Nevertheless, one respondent found that
technology could be very useful in providing real time scheduling information at bus
stops for predictability, reliability and efficiency, and to reduce extended waiting time.
This added information gives a sense of accountability and relief from the feeling of being
stranded. Other security technology devices that were mentioned by a number of
respondents included emergency buttons and phones on trains, buses, and at bus stops.

Security cameras (CCTV technology) received mixed marks, but in general most
respondents were in favor of using them as a measure of safety and a deterrent to crime
at transit settings. As argued:

Cameras are quite controversial. Some people want more; others
realize that they just move crime from one corner to the other. But if
we are talking about transit, | can see an impact of having this kind
of presence, so that women do not feel alone standing at the bus
stop. —Lynne Johnson, Chicago Foundation for Women

| am not sure how | feel about security cameras. We are a
surveillance society but at the same time | am sure that things seen
on security cameras help catch people doing what they shouldn’t be
doing, or maybe even possibly be a deterrent to acts of crime.
—Amy Stear, 9to5

Policing

A number of respondents felt that the hiring of additional security guards and staff to
patrol transit stops and the routes connecting them to various destinations, especially in
poor neighborhoods, would go a long way towards ensuring their safety. They stressed
that security officers should be visible primarily during the very early morning and late
evening hours, when the transit settings are quite desolate. Security should not only be
present on station platforms but also at parking lots and pathways connecting the
different components of a transit system. The presence of homeless and other destitute
individuals at transit settings, while often harmless, is nevertheless a cause of concern
for many women riders. In such cases, the presence of security guards is reassuring:
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In Atlanta there is a lot of police presence at MARTA stations. They
move panhandlers around, they don’t let them linger. They keep a
good eye on them and this is a good practice....In Silver Spring we
have police on bicycles. They bike in parking lots. That is very
effective and gives you a nice, secure feeling. —Nancy Hughes,
ANA

Education and Outreach Strategies

Some respondents expressed the desire to see transit agencies organizing or
co-sponsoring public education workshops and events, encouraging people to report
sexual assaults and crime, instead of hushing up such incidents. Others stressed the
importance of public information signs such as those that started appearing at New
York’s subway stations, which encourage victims or bystanders to speak up and report
crime (Figure 1).

sEx“aI Hapassml A crowded train is no excuse for an improper
r

touch. Don't stand for it or feel ashamed, or

18 @ Grime in the Subway, 00—  ve wiaid o spec up. Report it o an

MTA employee or police officer.

Figure 1 Sign Installed at New York Stations by MTA

Some also argued that the responsibility does not stop with the transit agency, but rather
a needed cultural shift in attitudes can only be achieved through education in schools.
Education and awareness for both women and men of all ages is needed to help define
appropriate behavior, redirect responsibility to the perpetrator, promote awareness and
encourage intervention where possible. As stressed:

We need more public education and messages to achieve an
enormous cultural change in how our system responds to
gender-based bias....Right now gender-based violence gets a
victim-centered explanation. The very first narrative from the media
and everyone is “what did she do wrong to cause this.” The recipient
of violence is responsible for ensuring her own safety. That’s the
wrong message. It should be the other way around: Why do we
have a culture that breeds this level of violence and how can we
disrupt it? —Lynne Johnson, Chicago Foundation for Women

Other Policies

Respondents suggested a number of policies as particularly beneficial to women riders.
These include:

+ Special escort programs for female passengers during early morning or late evening
hours. Allowing female passengers to get off the bus where they want at night.
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« Affordable transit passes so that women do not have to open their wallets or carry
cash.

» Better and more reliable information about bus schedules so that the wait at the bus
stops is minimized.

+ Good availability of public transportation and more bus stops in poor neighborhoods
so that people do not have to walk for long distances.

« Cab vouchers available to low-income women for use in emergency situations.

+ Demonstration projects or best practice case studies so that cities and transit
agencies learn from one another.

* Incorporation of women in the transportation planning process; having women
conduct safety audits of their neighborhoods.

Anita Rees, the Associate Director of LIFETIME, also argued that policy makers should
consider policies that enable car ownership and car sharing for low-income women,
reasoning that private automobiles and car sharing programs provide women with the
individualization, safety, and convenience that mass transit does not. As she argued:
“We need to figure out a way to help those folks get cars, and maintain those cars, and
not simply say ‘sorry—you are poor, so deal with it—take the bus with your kids.”

Finally, some also stressed the importance of grassroots and community-based actions
and the community’s responsibility as a whole to fight back against harassment and
violence. As Lynne Johnson of the Chicago Foundation for Women explained:

Domestic violence and rape crisis centers have organized “take
back the night” rallies, where they march through communities in the
evening and create a presence. | like the message of women and
men saying “this community should be safe for me at any time of the
day and night”....It would be helpful if the community in general,
whether it is government, community organizations, churches are
verbal in the spaces they occupy (shops, libraries, clinics), and say
“this is a safe place that you can come.” This means that you can
come in here to just take a break, or report crime, or just get support.
This community based strategy is a way to make the community feel
that they have a role to play in our safety.

The interviews gave a clear picture of the sentiments, preferences, and needs felt by
many women riders. Are these preferences satisfied by U.S. transit operators? Do transit
agencies have in place distinct strategies to address the safety concerns of female
passengers? What types of policies and design measures, if any, are taken by transit
agencies and transportation authorities to make travel less threatening to women? The
next section will explore these issues by reviewing and analyzing information from a
survey of transit operators in the United States.
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THE RESPONSE OF TRANSIT OPERATORS

During the winter of 2006, we administered a survey to U.S. transit agencies across the
country.8® This web-based survey targeted all 245 transit agencies in the United States
that operate at least 50 vehicles in peak period service as indicated in the Federal Transit
Administration’s National Transit Database.?” The sizes of these agencies spanned a
considerable range from MTA-New York City Transit at the high end with 9,551 vehicles,
to a number of agencies at the low end with 51 vehicles, including Montgomery Area
Transit System in Montgomery, Alabama; Bay Metropolitan Transportation Authority in
Bay City, Michigan; Okaloosa County Transit in Fort Walton Beach, Florida; City of
Jackson Transportation Authority in Jackson, Mississippi; and Kalamazoo Metro Transit
System in Kalamazoo, Michigan (see Appendix A).

The purpose of our survey was to identify the types of strategies these agencies have
used, are currently using, or plan to use for the safety of their passengers on different
transportation modes and different components of their transportation systems, as well
as the perceived effectiveness of these strategies. The survey asked respondents both
closed- and open-ended questions about the safety and security strategies used in six
different areas of their systems (where applicable): 1) buses, 2) bus stops, 3) trains (light,
heavy, and commuter rail), 4) train stations and platforms, 5) train station entrances and
exits, and 6) parking lots and area about stops or stations. These strategies included
uniformed and non-uniformed police officers, public education/user outreach,
surveillance cameras/closed circuit television (CCTV), panic/alarm buttons, emergency
teleph%ges, public address systems, other security hardware, and environmental
design.

Another major purpose of the survey was to identify what, if anything, U.S. transit
agencies are doing to address the security needs of female riders. Two earlier surveys of
U.S. transit agencies by Needle and Cobb®® and Shen et al.?® have explored the type of
strategies followed by agencies against crime, but they have only surveyed a small
number of agencies (45 and 10 respectively), were conducted ten years ago, prior to the
events of September 11, 2001 (9/11), and did not investigate the security needs of
women passengers. Similarly, a more recent survey of 113 transit agencies in the U.S.
focused primarily on the agencies’ responses to the threat of terrorism and did not
investigate women’s concerns or their specific security needs.®! The same survey
compared the use of different categories of security strategies before and after 9-11 as
well as between systems with and without rail.°?> Our survey sought to expand on this
work by examining the strategies used on particular and separate components of transit
systems, including vehicles, facilities, and areas around stations and stops, but also
identifying if transit operators tailor safety/security strategies and programs to the
particular needs of their female clients.

In all, respondents from 131 transit agencies completed the survey (53% of the 245
agencies contacted). The geographical distribution of respondents varied with most
respondents in California (27 agencies), Florida (13 agencies), Ohio (8 agencies),
Washington (8 agencies), and New York (6 agencies). The size distribution of responding
agencies generally mirrored that of the survey universe, including a number of the
smallest and largest agencies in the final survey count. Appendix A lists the participating

Mineta Transportation Institute



24 The Response of Transit Operators

agencies, the size of their fleet, the modes of transportation they provide,®® and the size
of the metropolitan area in which their systems are located.

CHOICE AND PERCEIVED EFFECTIVENESS OF SECURITY STRATEGIES

Since 9-11, passenger security has been elevated as an all-important concern of transit
agencies. Indeed, Taylor et al.®* found that safety and security strategies in four
categories (policing, security hardware and technology, public education and user
outreach, and environmental design) became much more central in the security planning
of transit agencies after 9-11. They noted that a significant collateral benefit of this
attention may be an increase in the personal safety of transit passengers through the
reduction of personal and property crime.%®

In our survey we found that transit operators draw from all four strategies for their
security planning but tend to privilege certain strategies over others, while certain
components of their system more often receive particular types of security measures
than other parts.®® Figures 2 to 5 show how agencies are utilizing policing, CCTV
technology (the most common of the technology strategies), public education/user
outreach, and environmental design strategies to protect different parts of their systems.
We wish to clarify that our survey documents the relative popularity and perceived
effectiveness of some security strategies over others but did not attempt to measure the
amount of resource commitment to or the extent of system coverage via any strategy.
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Surveillance/CCTV
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Environmental Design
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Figure 5 Use of Environmental Design Strategies by System Area

The types of security measures provided to the different components of the
transportation system are quite unequal. Train stations and trains, and to a certain extent
buses, are most often the focus of security efforts by transit agencies. In contrast, the
use of various safety and security strategies is very low at bus stops, even though most
passengers (and especially women) report greater levels of anxiety and fear waiting for
the bus than riding on a transit vehicle. Most survey respondents indicated that they do
not employ particular strategies at their bus stops. Only 15% of agencies reported using
uniformed officers and about 13% use non-uniformed officers, public education/user
outreach, and environmental design.®” Similarly, relatively low percentages of agencies
not currently using particular safety and security strategies at bus stops indicated they
would like to use such strategies in the future. Between 5% and 10% want to use public
address systems, CCTV, panic/alarm buttons, and emergency telephones. Interestingly,
very few agencies want to employ uniformed and non-uniformed officers in the future at
bus stop facilities (2% and 1% respectively), even though many women express a
preference for human than technological security measures. On the other hand, the
security of buses receives greater attention. The majority of responding agencies
reported using various hardware and technology strategies on their buses: surveillance
cameras/CCTV (80%), panic/alarm buttons (76%), and public address systems (73%)
(Figure 6).
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Figure 6 Security Strategies on Buses and at Bus Stops

The security of rail stations and trains receives significant attention, with the vast majority
of agencies employing a wide range of safety and security strategies on the various
components of their systems, both vehicles and stations (Figure 7). The most common
strategies are security hardware and technology, including public address systems and
CCTYV, and policing strategies, specifically uniformed officers. For example, nine out of
ten agencies use public address systems on their trains and CCTV in their stations.
About eight out of ten use uniformed officers on trains and in stations as well as public
address systems in stations. However, only half the agencies reported using CCTV and
uniformed officers to help protect station parking areas, despite the fact that studies have
shown that a significant percentage of crime incidents occur at station parking lots.?® The
relative lack of attention to the security of the more open and public areas of the
transportation system is arguably due to the greater difficulty and cost of securing open
areas and the perception by transit agencies that they are not solely responsible for the
protection of such areas, which are viewed as belonging to the city’s larger public realm.
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Figure 7 Security Strategies in Rail Transport

The survey also asked those respondents not currently using a particular strategy if they
anticipated using it in the future. The strategies that agencies most often reported
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wishing to use in the future were hardware and technology strategies and, to a lesser
extent, policing. Very high percentages of respondents want to use CCTV on buses
(88%), on trains (73%), and in parking lots and areas around stops and stations (71%).
Other hardware and technology strategies desired by high percentages of respondents
for future use include panic/alarm buttons (55%) on buses, public address systems on
trains (33%), public address systems (50%) and emergency telephones at train stations
(50%), and emergency telephones in parking areas (44%). The percentage of agencies
wishing to use uniformed or non-uniformed officers throughout their systems in the future
was moderate (25%).

Figure 8 shows the top three strategies in terms of effectiveness as perceived by transit
operators for the different components of their system.®® For buses, the three strategies
with the highest “very effective” ratings included “other security hardware”'°° (66%),
“‘uniformed officers” (62%), and “CCTV” (57%). While most agencies do not employ
officers at bus stops and did not express a desire to use them in the future, almost
three-quarters of those who do use uniformed officers perceived them to be “very
effective.” In contrast, only 25% of respondents using CCTV at bus stops considered it
“very effective.” The three security strategies perceived as most effective on trains were
uniformed officers (90% rated them “very effective”), non-uniformed officers (68%), and
CCTV (52%). With regard to train stations, respondents rated the use of uniformed and
non-uniformed officers as the most effective strategy for the protection of station
platforms, entrances and exits, and station parking lots. Interestingly, an earlier survey by
Needle and Cobb'?" had also found that transit operators cited uniformed officers as the
most effective strategy for transit security.

100.0
90.0 |

80.0 | ]
70.0 B
60.0
50.0
40.0
30.0 |
20.0
10.0
0.0

% of agencies

=

= Q| O (ORI g £ [ o Q Q| O [0} [0} £
5@ 9] 9] S o] 20 9] 3 © Q B s 2
58|58 50 58 5g 88|52 5558|6852/ 25 58 be|58|58 68 85
»P|E6|TR|E0|Sg |22 |E0|5£|2B|EB| T8 38| E% cg|Tzg|=°|s5g |23
gg|> g o |° c | ® = r5 |2 |° 5|05 |> ? 5 | 2 = 6| ®
£ §° o §° |38 S |58 §° a8 §° o
e} R z z g 3 3 z g Z
o o o
Buses Bus stops Trains Train stations Train station Parking areas
entrances/exits

Figure 8 Three Perceived Most Effective Strategies by System Area

Transit operators were also asked if they implement safety and security strategies only
on specific lines or routes of their system. Less than one third (27%) of the agencies
indicated that this was the case, and a number of these respondents reported that their
staff monitors incident reports and patterns in order to more effectively utilize particular
safety and security tools:

While all of our strategies can be implemented on all routes,
information from our security database identifies problem areas and
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issues and is used to target police resources. —Operations
administrator, female, very large agency in the West

The utilization of police officers is “target-specific.” In other words,
when a serious issue develops and we can pinpoint a specific route,
bus, etc., off-duty officers [are] used. —Safety and security officer,
male, small agency in the West

One respondent reported that the agency had three buses with surveillance cameras
and these vehicles were moved to different routes as needed. Other agencies sought to
identify particular locations in their transit networks which they believed were more prone
to crime—such as transit centers, high-profile terrorist targets, and, particularly,
schools—and implemented 