
SAFER 
PARKS
Executive Summary

Improving access for 
women and girls



Parks are essential for everyone
. . . they give us access to nature, spaces to relax and to meet friends, room for 
activity. A good park can be the heart of its community. But these benefits are not 
equally open to all.

Women and girls often do not feel safe in parks and so use them less. This is not 
just because they fear crime, whether that’s rape, assault or harassment. They also 
feel uncomfortable, unwelcome and judged. Women are three times more likely 
than men to feel unsafe in parks during the day, and that gets worse after dark.

This is unfair and unequal – and it’s what our new guidance on safer parks sets out 
to change.

It’s based on research from the University of Leeds on what 
women and girls think would make parks safer, more attractive 
places where everyone feels they belong. The guidance is 
aimed at everyone who cares about how parks are designed 
and managed. Some of the suggested changes are simple 
and cheap, others more complex, but they are all designed 
to improve safety and inclusion.

Better design and management can’t solve all the problems 
which keep women and girls out of parks, but with the right 
planning, funding and support, the benefits of parks and green 
spaces can be enjoyed more equally by everyone. 

This guidance is 
where we begin.

Each principle in the guidance includes 
‘Quick Wins’ – easy steps which can 
be taken immediately to create 
a safer park.
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Lighting and nature

Lighting is also a requirement which 

has to be balanced against not just its 

installation, running costs and carbon 

impact but also its effects on nature and 

wildlife.
• Consider the location. Illumination 

in an already built-up area is less 

detrimental.
• Use light only where it is needed. 

Point illumination towards the 

ground (there is no reason to point 

it to the sky where it will affect 

wildlife), and limit the area of lit 

ground to what is required for safety. 

• Use light only when it is strictly 

needed. Do not illuminate areas at 

times of low demand. Smart control 

systems and LEDs give flexibility, as 

they can be easily turned on and off 

or dimmed when light is not needed.

• Use light of the right colour 

temperature. Blue light is bad for 

animals’ circadian rhythms, but many 

new LED installations use bulbs that 

are rich in blue wavelengths. Aim 

for a colour temperature with more 

orange-red tones. 

• In areas where lighting is not 

possible or suitable, reflective 

surfaces and posts or bollards can be 

helpful.
Because lighting is a complex area with 

specific requirements and a range of 

factors influencing how it is designed 

and implemented, it is important that 

lighting projects are evaluated by 

experts in lighting and ecology. Any 

large scheme should be part of a wider 

night-time strategy for the park, and 

suitably-qualified designers engaged.

EXAMPLE:Greenspace Scotland 

and Glasgow City 
Council’s #lighttheway 

project has been 
running community 

safety workshops in 

three parks in the city. 

These involved a group 

of local stakeholders 

walking around the 

park at night together 

with professionals 

in order to assess 

problems and suggest 

short and long-term 

actions to improve the 

space at night. 

• Where routes such as Public Rights 

of Way or parts of the National 

Cycle Network run through the 

park, funding for lighting may be 

available.
• Make sure existing lighting is well 

maintained and clear of vegetation.

• Signpost which routes and areas of 

the park are well lit.
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Quick Wins

A MUGA with multiple exits 

feels safer for teenage girls.

wall on one side, or where it is very long 

– as may be the case with some active 

travel routes such as greenways.
FacilitiesEscape is also an important 

consideration for facility design. Girls did 

not like being inside areas which were 

enclosed by fences, hedges or trees, 

nor places with only one or two small 

entrances. 
For example, the typical MUGA design, 

with a high fence and entrances which 

are narrow and sometimes chicaned 

was highlighted as not feeling safe, 

particularly because these areas tend to 

be dominated by teenage boys.

EXAMPLE:This MUGA in Copenhagen takes a 
more radical approach, 

prioritising sociability 
and inclusiveness over containing the 

ball. It has also been 
designed as a storm 

water holding facility 
during heavy rain.

Matt Roebuck
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I don’t really like that one 
[a MUGA] because there’s 

only... one entrance to get 
out... you’d feel trapped.

“

“

Where possible, at least one wall of a 

MUGA should be low and multiple, wide 

exits provided. An example of this kind 

of redesign can be found in the Vienna 

case study.
Similar consideration needs to be given 

to the design of any other fenced facility, 

for example tennis courts or skate parks, 

and any facilities specifically aimed 

at women or girls should be unfenced 

wherever possible.Park layoutRather than using fencing to delineate 

different areas within the park, consider 

alternatives such as changes in level, 

colour, planting or differences in surface 

treatment. Low walls can also be used as 

informal seating, making an area more 

welcoming. 

Quick Wins

Multiple exits to offer escape 
routes out of a park. 

A number of wide and visible exits 

create a sense of security.  

• Adding gaps in fences can                  

open up enclosed areas.
• Removing at least one wall from a 

MUGA can make it feel less dangerous.

• Where a facility has multiple gates,   

keep them all unlocked
• Where entrances have double gates, 

keep both open if possible.



Ten principles
The guidance focuses on how design, management and maintenance can be used to 
create better parks. There are ten core principles under three themes. 

Eyes on the Park Awareness Inclusion

The presence of other 
people can make the 
park feel safer; either 
through activation 
which brings in other 
users or making the 
most of park staff and 
other officials.

The design of parks 
can make women and 
girls feel more secure 
in a space, helping 
them to see and be 
seen, ensuring they 
don’t feel trapped 
and giving them the 
ability to navigate their 
surroundings.

How to create parks 
where all women 
and girls feel they 
belong by identifying 
and addressing the 
barriers which exist for 
different groups.

• BUSYNESS • 
• STAFFING •

• VISIBILITY • 
• ESCAPE • 

• LIGHTING • 
• WAYFINDING •

• BELONGING • 
• IMAGE • 

• ACCESS • 
• ENGAGEMENT •

• Using facilities and 
activation to bring people in

• How measures like active 
travel can create busier parks

• Ensuring activities are best 
designed to attract women 
and girls

• The training and 
management of staff and 
volunteers to create safer 
parks

• How opening up the park 
to businesses and voluntary 
groups improves safety

• CCTV and help points

• Planting and management 
of vegetation for visibility

• The design and placement of 
facilities 

• Creating safer perimeters 
and entrances

• A guide to lighting for safety

• Dividing up spaces to create 
a more inclusive park

• The importance of  
nature and variety  
in creating an 
attractive space

• The importance of belonging 
for a feeling of safety and 
how to enhance this

• How facilities and design can 
indicate inclusion

• Addressing litter, graffiti and 
maintenance as safety issues

• Involving women and 
girls in park design and 
management

• Using communications to 
create a park which feels 
safe for everyone

• Ensuring access is 
not a barrier



Also included are ten case studies of projects which 
have created better parks for women and girls, from 
the UK and further beyond, along with 
many more examples of good 
design and practice.
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ESCAPE

...to make it feel safer 

[you would need]... exits 

just like everywhere so 

like you can easily get out.

Top down:

Figure 02 - A number of wide and 

visible exits create a sense of 

security.  

Figure 03 - A MUGA with multiple 

exits feels safer for teenage girls.

Figure 03 - Multiple escape routes 

out of a park. 

the case where a path is particularly 

long, as can be the case with active 

travel routes.

Within the park itself consider 

alternatives to fencing to delineate 

different spaces, such as level 

changes, colour or differences in 

surface treatment. Low walls can also 

be used as informal seating, making 

an area seem more welcoming. 

“

“

In addition escape should be 

considered in facility design, in 

particular for MUGAs.  The typical 

MUGA design, with a 3m high fence 

and narrow entrances creates a highly 

enclosed space often populated 

mainly by teenage boys and as a 

result these can feel highly unsafe for 

teenage girls.  

Where possible, at least one wall 

should be low, and multiple exits 

provided which are not chicanes. 

Examples of a MUGA designed with 

these factors in mind can be found in 

the Vienna case study.

Similar consideration needs to be 

given to any other fenced facility, for 

example skate parks or tennis courts 

and any facilities aimed at women 

or teenage girls should be unfenced 

wherever possible.

ESCAPE
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EXAMPLE:

This MUGA in 

Copenhagen takes 

a more radical 

approach, prioritising 

sociability and 

inclusiveness over 

containing the ball.  

It has also been 

designed as a storm 

water holding facility 

during heavy rain. 

QUICK WINS

• Stiles or small gaps in fences

can be installed to open up

enclosed areas.

• Removing at least one wall from

a MUGA can make it feel less

dangerous.
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BELONGING

Top down:

Figure - (a statue or mural with 

female and ethnic themes and 

some women sitting nearby)

Figure - (Depiction of a small 

amphitheatre, with seating 

staggered into the surroundings. 

Something like South Street Park 

in Sheffield and The Shade by 

Build Up.)

This is not just about the creation of 

the right facilities; the act of being 

consulted on the park and working to 

improve it can in itself create more of 

a sense of ownership and belonging.

Good quality public toilets are also a 

facility which signals to women that 

they are welcome in the park, and 

which directly facilitates them using 

the space. 

This is particularly crucial not just 

for older women, but also those 

with children and teenage girls, and 

research shows both that lack of 

How do we bring back 

public toilets?... ‘you 

know, that’s probably 

quite an important feature 

really in a park...  I have 

been with an older woman 

who just had to squat 

down and have a wee... 

she had to do it. And it just 

felt like there should have 

been somewhere that she 

could have gone to use the 

toilet rather than that.

“

“

BELONGING
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toilets is a barrier to access and that 

provision of public toilets made a park 

fourteen times more likely to be highly 

used by teenagers.

Equally, attention needs to be paid to 

signals that women and girls are not 

welcome. Some areas of recreational 

space can appear to be ‘coded male’ 

and so off-putting.  Pitches, MUGAs, 

skateparks and BMX tracks are all 

predominantly used by men and boys, 

and so an area which is dominated by 

these can feel uncomfortably male, to 

the point where women and girls may 

choose to avoid it.

EXAMPLE:

This stage was built 

in a Vienna square 

after engagement 

with teenage girls.  

Importantly it has 

also been labelled as 

‘the Girls Stage’ to 

ensure that they feel 

entitled and confident 

to use it.

Other factors can also make a space 

seem to be very male.   For example 

one park in East London had three key 

landmarks.  These were a BMX track- 

a facility predominantly used by 

teenage boys, an outdoor gym called 

‘Steel Warriors’ and a statue of a local 

celebrity at the entrance, a boxer 

depicted in his shorts and gloves.  

Women did not seem to have any 

stake in the area.  Some researchers 

have also suggested that CCTV can 

make a place feel more masculine.

QUICK WINS

• Cut back the vegetation and

keep it cut back

• Consider creating wide exposed

areas at nodal points in the park

so that women and girls can

see that there is a safe space

nearby.

Next steps
This guidance is only a starting point. To create change, it needs to be acted on. 

The first step is to share both this summary and the full guidance document 
with as many people as possible, to ensure that the importance of safety is at 
the forefront of everyone’s minds.

The safety of women and girls needs to be written into policy, considered in 
every design decision, planning statement and management process or 
evaluation. 

Work with as many other partners as possible to create 
interventions and access funding which can be used to 
improve the park.

But don’t wait. There are things that can be done 
immediately. Use the guidance to find what can be 
changed now. Look at the parks around you with 
different eyes.

Most crucially, the voices of women and girls need 
to be heard at every stage of the process. 

Download the guidance from the Green Flag Award 
website and get started today.

greenflagaward.org

https://www.greenflagaward.org/resources-research/

