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ABSTRACT

Incidents of sexual harassment are unequally distributed in the Greater Cairo Region because 
cities, generally speaking, have uneven patterns of movement and activity with higher rates of 
pedestrian and vehicular movement and activities in some quarters than others. Central areas 
usually have concentrations of people and activity, hence higher crime opportunities. However, 
simplistic explanations of urban crime patterns will be misleading and will imply that people are 
a source of danger. Furthermore, previous research attempted to interpret the phenomenon 
of sexual harassment based on social effects, but failed to address the problem from a wider 
approach. 

Instead, the purpose of this research is to identify built environment features related to sexual 
harassment occurrence in the context of Cairo, to suggest different ways to create safer urban 
environments, based on a design-based approach. Consequently, Space syntax is used to 
provide evidence-based explanations and conclusions. Analysis is done at two different, yet 
interrelated scales: city scale and urban block scale. That is, to provide a holistic understanding 
of the influence of built forms on sexual harassment 

The results show that touching incidents take place along globally accessible street segments, 
where local territoriality and social control are missing. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Since the early 1990s, sexual harassment has been inevitable daily danger for Egyptian women 
(Abaza, 2013). Sexual harassment occurs on a daily basis all over Egypt (Harassmap, 2014). 
It occurs mostly on streets rather than elsewhere. According to ECWR 2008, about 69% of 
harassment incidents take place on the street. Furthermore, according to a study conducted 
by UN Women 2013, a percentage of (92.1%) interviewees stated that the females walking in 
the streets are the most exposed to harassment (UN Women, 2013). Remarkably, the largest 
proportion of women do not seek police help as action is not always taken on reports. According 
to the Penal Code regarding sexual harassment, a woman must take the harasser to the police 
station, and has to provide two witnesses to a claim of sexual harassment; however, bystanders 
are usually unresponsive (ECWR,2008). Eventually, sexual violence violates women’s and girls’ 
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access to educational and economic opportunities. If this is the case, offering serious solutions 
for women’s empowerment in Egypt is very urgent. 

A significant attempt to deal with the problem of sexual violence particularly in Cairo is 
HarassMap. It uses an online platform to report and map incidents of sexual harassment. The 
aim is to create a “zero-tolerance” urban environment against sexual harassment through 
breaking the silence around the problem. HarassMap has successfully provided a safe 
platform for the voice of victims, and has also increased awareness around the issue through 
initiatives like #MeshSakta (Harassmap, 2015) (won’t be silent). Nevertheless, collected data 
is mostly analysed, discussed and debated from a socio-cultural perspective (Schiemer, 2015). 
Importantly, the creation of a visual cartographic representation of incidents of harassment 
will possibly expand the state’s policing powers. Expressed differently, identifying hotspots 
of sexual violence might have the effect of increasing state intervention in publics through 
targeting and criminalizing subjects, specifically political dissidents, and spaces (Grove,2015). 

Furthermore, previous studies, (UN Women, 2013), focus mostly on addressing political and 
socio-economic explanations of sexual harassment such as high unemployment, low-income, 
and a lack of appropriate legislation (Harassmap, 2014), but pay less attention to the influence 
of physical environment on human behaviour. 

Literature has already shown that crime is strongly associated with urban space. A key 
concept about crime prevention and settlement safety is ‘defensible space’, but it is marked 
by the controversy between Jane Jacobs’ conception of spatially integrated spaces and Oscar 
Newman’s conception of segregated spaces such as cul-de-sac for safer environment (van Nes, 
2005). So, how do the divergent views on urban space and safety help us to interpret where and 
how sexual harassment takes place? 

So far, research on space and crime with the use of space syntax tools (Hillier &Hanson, 1984), 
shows that inaccessible streets (usually with low movement rates) are more vulnerable to 
antisocial behaviour than accessible ones (Hillier &Shu, 2000). Nevertheless, these outcomes 
cannot be generalised as the type of street crime depends on the spatial characteristics of 
built environment (Alford, 1996); for example, Alford (1996) found that different crimes have 
different patterns, and that the type of crime is powerfully related to the kind of space where 
the incident takes place (Alford, 1996). If so, various forms of sexual harassment will have 
different spatial features. Accordingly, this paper, based on a design-evidence approach, will 
focus on studying touching harassment, due to limitations on time and data. 

2. THE METHODOLOGY 

2.1 THE DATA 

This paper uses various sets of data. GIS Street network map of the Greater Cairo is obtained 
from General Organization for Physical Planning (GOPP), while locations of sexual harassment 
reports are obtained from HarassMap. 

Table 1 shows reported categories of sexual harassment and assaults in Greater Cairo over six 
years, from 2010 until 2016, according to Harassmap online platform. Remarkably, touching 
has the highest number of reports with 636 reports.
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Category Number Category Number

Ogling 310 Online 7

Facial expression 215 Phone calls 118

Catcalls 275 Touching 636

Comments 565 Indecent exposure 150

Stalking or following 396 Threat 15

Sexual invites 222 Sexual assault 174

Unwanted attention 12 Rape 1

Sexual photos 6 Mob attacks 16

Total 1551

Table 1 - Sexual harassment and assault categories according to Harassmap dataset 2016.

2.2 SPATIAL ANALYSIS 

2.2.1 MACRO ANALYSIS: THE CITY 

A first step is to measure spatial accessibility of the Greater Cairo Region against touching 
reports over a six-year period. The following syntactic measures are considered: normalised 
angular global integration Rn (NAIN) and normalized angular choice Rn (NACH Rn). 

2.2.2 MICRO ANALYSIS: THE SETTLEMENT

In the second step, Cairo CBD is selected as a case to the study the relationship between 
touching harassment and accessibility statistically. 

a risk band analysis developed by Hillier and Sahbaz (2005) is used to measure touching 
incidents rates for the selected area. Simply, the segments with incidents data are categorized 
into bands according to the total number of dwellings on the segment (i.e. street segments 
with the same number of buildings are grouped in one band. Then a total number of reports in 
each band are divided by the total number of plots in that band. Once calculated, touching risk 
for each band can be plotted against means of spatial parameters of similar street segments. In 
the analyses of Cairo CBD, eight bands were made, which encompassed street segments with 
1 and 2 dwellings, 3 and 4 dwellings, 5 and 6 dwellings, 7 and 8 dwellings, 9 and 10 dwellings, 
11-14 dwellings, 15 and 16 dwellings and more than 16 dwellings.  

3. SYNTACTIC ANALYSES OF GREATER CAIRO

At city scale analyses, spatial accessibility map in figure1 show that planned parts are permeable, 
whereas informal settlements are inaccessible. furthermore, visually speaking, touching reports’ 
locations are more common in the globally more spatially accessible areas than elsewhere. 
Harassers tend to avoid areas with globally broken routes. Similarly, figure 2 shows that about 
40.91% of verified incidents is captured by the top 5% route choice at n metric radius. This visual 
relation between incidents’ locations and spatial betweenness indicates that touching occurs 
mostly along highly trafficked routes. If so, urban environments designed in accordance with 
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Jacobs’s defensible spaces are more dangerous than elsewhere. Nevertheless, we cannot draw 
conclusions based on visual explanations rather than the underlying data. Accordingly, the next 
step scrutinizes previous interpretations by investigating the statistical relationship between 
touching risk and accessibility.

Figure 1 - Normalised angular global integration Rn overlapped with touching reports in Greater Cairo (Source: 
authors).

Figure 2 - Top 5% normalised angular choice Rn overlapped with touching reports in Greater Cairo (Source: 
authors).
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4. STATISTICAL ANALYSES 

Statistical analysis is a primary step to examine the significance of the above-mentioned 
qualitative findings. With a total of 43,747 street segments and 295 reports in Central Cairo, 
there was a considerable dataset to run the analysis.

Figure 3 -  touching reports count in central Cairo (Source: http://harassmap.org).

By employing risk band analysis introduced by Hillier and Sahbaz (2005) touching risk in each 
band was calculated. Table 2 shows the outcomes of the relationship between the normalised 
touching risk and the investigated spatial parameters at various scales. There are strong 
correlations between most spatial variables and touching risk. Notably, globally accessible 
street segments have a higher touching risk than the globally isolated ones. NAIN explains 74% 
of the variance (R2 = 0.746, sign (2-tailed) = 0.006). 

Preliminary results at this stage complement the results of analysis at a macro scale. Although 
spatial integration enhances sense of safety through the effects it has on the daily movement, 
it gives harassers escape paths and victims. This is in accordance with studies from Hillier and 
Sahbaz (2005). They stated the following:     

 ‘‘Overall, we can say that urban integration, and the increase in movement and levels of 
activity that it brings has a double effect; it can produce more natural surveillance and safety 
in numbers and so reduce crime; and it may mean that potential criminals also use integrated 
streets, and so make more accessible locations more dangerous. Both effects undoubtedly 
exist, and a key variable is the degree to which there is a residential culture in more active 
areas. Where it exists, crime risk is reduced, where is does not, risk is increased.”

(Hillier and Sahbaz, 2005: 67)    
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Band number Integration Rn Integration R2000 Integration R400

Har

ass

me

nt

risk

Pearson Correlation -.872** .864** .873** .844**

R-Squared 0.760 0.746 0.762 0.712

Sig. (2-tailed) .005 .006 .002 .008

NAIN Rn NAIN 2000m NAIN 400m

Pearson Correlation .836** .531 -.068

R-Squared 0.698 0.282 0.004

Sig. (2-tailed) .009 .169 .641

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 

Table 2: demonstrates the correlations between touching reports count and spatial accessibility parameters in 
central Cairo.  

In the next section of this enquiry we will try to understand gender movement pattern in Cairo CBD to address the 
relationship between potential natural interfaces of different kinds of people and the issue of sexual harassment.

5. CONCLUSION

This paper has attempted to explain unequal distribution of touching reports in Cairo’s urban 
context based on grasping different urban patterns. The preliminary results have shown that 
touching incidents concentrations relate mostly to the globally spatially accessible routes. 

global integrated areas seem to have a weak of territoriality (i.e. a lack of local social 
accountability and control). Therefore, women are more vulnerable to sexual harassment in 
these types of spaces. 

Then, could design solutions based on restricting social interactions foster women’s safety? The 
answer is no as different kinds of people have diverse needs. To illustrate, objectives of planning 
interventions will meet only the needs of a certain group, especially with the absence of effective 
participatory planning. Furthermore, problems of militarised spaces and constrained individual 
liberties are very expected to occur, when a specific group is excluded from urban planning 
solutions (Kohn, 2004). 

 To avoid aforementioned issues, professionals should have a good knowledge about the people 
they are planning for. Finally, this paper is a starting point to understand sexual harassment 
based on spatial accessibility model. However, more effort is needed for a holistic understanding 
of the relationship between sexual harassment and physical features of built environment.
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