
 

The challenge for 'chauffeur moms':
Navigating a city that wasn't planned for
women
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Chauffeur moms are a well-known Australian phenomenon. A lack of
convenient transport options coupled with gendered roles has made
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many suburban women (and their children) car-dependent, whether they
like it or not. And, more often than not, the demands of household
chores and child rearing fall more heavily on women.

The car is the default option because public transport services are a poor
fit for the complex travel patterns of working mothers. Schools and
childcare are often not conveniently located close to either home or the
workplace. Managing drop-offs in peak hour while trying to get to work
on time can be a nightmare.

Lower workforce participation and higher rates of part-time and casual
work among women are also sometimes due simply to the fact that
women can't get to work quickly and efficiently.

So many of the issues women face are a result of urban planning that
hasn't properly considered their needs. As one planner explained to
researchers:

"The way that we learn and do planning in Australia is a derived
Victorian model. The reasons why development is regulated and the way
that planning is regulated and the language we use is hugely around those
very white male concepts."

These gendered impacts need to be placed at the heart of all stages of
urban planning, an approach known as gender mainstreaming. Until this
happens, our cities won't be woman-friendly.

The starting point for my women's budget statement analysis is
the extent to which it leads to a paradigm shift in the way we
understand gender inequality—and what can be done to address
it. That paradigm shift is huge. HUGE! Me in @GuardianAus 
https://t.co/WTGIEl24gj
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https://doi.org/10.1016/S0016-7185(99)00048-2
https://phys.org/tags/public+transport+services/
https://www.wgea.gov.au/publications/gender-equality-workplace-statistics-at-a-glance-2022
https://apo.org.au/node/311283
https://apo.org.au/node/311283
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/07293682.2021.2017994
https://eige.europa.eu/gender-mainstreaming/what-is-gender-mainstreaming
https://twitter.com/GuardianAus?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw
https://t.co/WTGIEl24gj


 

— Kristine Ziwica (@KZiwica) October 26, 2022

A blind spot in the quest for gender equality

The federal government's recent Women's Budget Statement recognizes
that "gender inequality is holding Australia back". It commits the
government to "advancing gender equality as a national priority and
closing the gender gaps in our community".

The government promises significant investments to support structural
changes in favor of women. Key topics include women's economic
equality, safety, health and well-being. Better financial access—to
housing, child care, health care and so on—is a recurring theme of the
statement.

This is all highly desirable. What the federal budget fails to explicitly
recognize is that poor urban planning causes, or makes worse, so many
of the difficulties facing Australian women.

How is urban planning to blame?

The budget statement highlights, for example, the housing affordability
crisis and a lack of shelters for homeless, battered women. But these
issues are also part and parcel of urban planning.

Physical access to work is mentioned in relation to disability, but it
affects able-bodied women as well. Part of the problem lies with the
layout of our cities and the design of our public transport systems.

Inflexible trunk lines link suburbs to central business districts and run on
rigid schedules. They do not cater well for trips that are not a simple
commute, but which instead might involve various destinations across
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https://twitter.com/KZiwica/status/1585356508602445824?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw
https://budget.gov.au/2022-23-october/content/womens-statement/download/womens_budget_statement_2022-23.pdf
https://phys.org/tags/gender+inequality/
https://phys.org/tags/federal+budget/


 

the suburbs.

On-demand services, such as those provided by ride-hailing companies,
may better suit many women. So may micromobility services, such as
bike-sharing, provided that dedicated, safe infrastructure is in place. Yet,
unlike conventional public transport, those services are not subsidized in
Australia.

Gendered practices add to car dependence

Women generally drive less than men. But mothers who choose to shun
cars can be stigmatized as immature or irresponsible. One study of car-
free lifestyles notes:

"Here, parents are expected to ensure that their children have access to a
range of after-school activities, even where these are located quite far
apart. The onus is on the parents to drive their children any distance lest
they miss out on opportunities for enrichment."

These gendered practices are costly—and environmentally
unfriendly—but the way we plan our cities forces women to adopt them.

The budget report contains a section on "climate change and gender" but
does not elaborate on how the two may be related.

Another issue is physical access to childcare. The budget talks about
"cheaper childcare", which is obviously crucial. But where it's located
matters too.

If kindergartens are not integrated with people's workplaces or placed
near people's homes, the extra travel to get to them lengthens and
complicates women's work days. A helpful intervention would be to
require all large employers to provide childcare on site.
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https://www.iihs.org/topics/fatality-statistics/detail/males-and-females
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cstp.2021.04.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cstp.2021.04.001
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Finally, the budget statement treats gender-based violence as something
that only occurs behind closed doors. But women lack safety in many
public spaces too, even on public transport, leading to inequitable use.

According to an OECD report, only 61% of Australian women feel safe
when walking alone at night in their suburb, compared to 77% of men.
As a professional planner observed:

"I don't think men realize that women travel through the city differently.
[…] I had the experience of walking along the bike path the other
evening and a jogger came up behind me, and instinctively I thought, 'Is
this OK? Is it a safe situation?' But men don't have those moments, even
if they're fleeting moments. I understand that statistically young men are
much more likely to be victims of violent street crime than women. But
women are more fearful, and that perception changes behavior."

Put gender at the heart of planning

In future, the women's budget might benefit from being structured
around the concept of gender mainstreaming. In urban planning, it
means gender issues are considered in all stages and aspects of the
process: research, advocacy, dialogue, legislation, resourcing,
implementation and evaluation.

In Australia, city planning rarely applies comprehensive gender
mainstreaming techniques. Yet a number of generic toolkits and
guidelines are available.

The United Kingdom's Royal Town Planning Institute produced one of
the first of these resources in 2003. This year, the global consultancy
Arup, together with the United Nations Development Programme and
the University of Liverpool, released a gender mainstreaming guide,
which contains a wealth of best practice examples from around the
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https://www.oecdbetterlifeindex.org/topics/safety/
https://doi.org/10.1080/07293682.2021.2017994
https://eige.europa.eu/gender-mainstreaming/what-is-gender-mainstreaming
https://www.rtpi.org.uk/media/3518/genderequality-planmaking.pdf
https://www.arup.com/perspectives/publications/research/section/cities-alive-designing-cities-that-work-for-women


 

world.

We know that not everyone can easily access the regular public
transport network and that flexible and on-demand services are
critical to the access and mobility needs of all Canberrans. Share
your views to help shape our future on demand transport system 
https://t.co/YC1D4953Am pic.twitter.com/ix6xEuzMoq

— ACT Government (@actgovernment) May 28, 2022

In addition, the World Bank, the Asian Development Bank, the African
Development Bank and the United Nations all have released gender
mainstreaming toolkits and guides for various urban planning subfields,
such as transport or international development.

It is time for Australia to follow suit, based on the premise that women-
friendly cities work better for all. But a note of caution: generic gender
-mainstreaming solutions will need to be tailored to work in the
Australian context. Cookie-cutter policies and targets are not the way to
go.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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