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Gender-Responsive
Budgeting: Towards the

Promise of Inclusive Cities
Dhaval Desai

Abstract

Policies designed to improve women’s mobility, safety, productivity, and access
to public services have emerged in India in recent years but cities remain
exclusionary, with urban budgets and infrastructure planning lacking a
gender focus. This paper argues that gender-responsive budgeting is essential
for building gender-inclusive cities. Drawing on insights from the domains of
feminist economics, urban studies, and public finance, the paper traces the
evolution of gender-sensitive budgeting and presents case studies from India
and other economies. It examines how such budgeting can prioritise safety
and people-centred governance through gender-sensitive infrastructure. The
paper identifies institutional and fiscal barriers in urban local bodies (ULBs)
and outlines a roadmap to mainstream gender-sensitive budgeting.
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ities are India’s engines of economic growth, yet these spaces

remain deeply exclusionary for women and girls.! The National

Crime Records Bureau’s (NCRB) Crime in India 2023 report

shows a steady rise in crimes against women in metropolitan

cities—from 43,414 in 2021 to 48,755 in 2022 and further to
51,393 in 2023—an 18-percent increase over two years. Gender-responsive
urban planning is largely absent, and the result is that structural and social
inequalities are reproduced and intensified.> Why have Indian cities not
become safer or more empowering for women despite decades of urban
reforms and constitutional decentralisation?

Part of the answer lies in the lack of gender-responsive budgeting based on
practical gender needs in urban governance. India’s 2001 National Policy
for the Empowerment of Women provided an institutional basis for gender
budgeting, emphasising that ministry-level action plans incorporate “gender
perspective” in budgeting.® Although gender budgeting became a national
mandate with the introduction of the Gender Budget Statement in 2005,*
it has yet to gain prominence in many urban local bodies (ULBs),’ the tier
of governance closest to citizens. In prioritising capital-intensive physical
infrastructure and technologically enabled “smartness”, cities allocate
fragmented and inconsistent resources to essential social infrastructure. In
the absence of gender-sensitive budgeting, public expenditure fails to address
the specific needs of women and gender minorities and does not translate
constitutional commitments into inclusive outcomes.

Consequently, opportunities, mobility, and agency remain shaped by public
spending priorities which, without gender-sensitive budgeting, fail to translate
constitutional commitments into concrete fiscal action.®” As a result, cities
overlook the specific needs and lived experiences of women and the transgender
population in urban areas.

India’s Ministry of Women and Child Development’s Mission Shakti defines
gender budgeting as an approach that integrates gender equality into
government planning and budgeting processes.® It is a continuous process
that incorporates gender perspectives into policy and programme formulation,
implementation, and review, ensuring equitable resource distribution and equal
opportunities.” Implemented from 2022-23 to 2025-26, Mission Shakti adopts
a lifecycle approach to women’s development. Its two sub-schemes, Sambal
and Samarthya, aim to strengthen interventions for women’s safety, security,
and empowerment. Other components include the 2017 Pradhan Mantri
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Matru Vandana Yojana (PMMVY), which provides maternity benefits; and the
following others launched in 2022, including Shakti Sadan, which supports
the rehabilitation of distressed women, including victims of trafficking; Sakhi
Niwas, which offers safe accommodation for working women; Palna, which
provides day-care facilities for children of working mothers; and SANKALP-
HEW (Health, Education, and Workforce Empowerment), which supports
financial inclusion, entrepreneurship, and digital literacy."

Urban budgets must address gender-specific constraints in infrastructure,
services, and planning to make cities more inclusive and reduce gender gaps
in education, skills, healthcare, nutrition, employment, political representation,
and decision-making. This paper argues that integrating gender-sensitive
budgeting into city design, financing, and governance is critical and offers an
actionable framework for ULBs, states, and the Union government.
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ndia is urbanising rapidly and its urban population, 31 percent in

2011, is projected to grow to 40 percent (600 million-plus) by 2036,

with urban areas contributing more than 70 percent to gross domestic

product (GDP)."" While women constitute nearly half of the urban

population (985 females per 1,000 males), a continued trend
towards gender parity suggests they may outnumber men in the future.'?
How India navigates this rapid urbanisation and ensures inclusive growth
will be critical for the realisation of its “Viksit Bharat’ vision of becoming a
developed country by 2047.1?

Cities are often viewed as spaces that neutralise patriarchal norms.'* However,
research by urban sociologists such as Saskia Sassen (2001) and Ananya Roy
(2009) shows that urban transformation can also widen inequalities, particularly
in countries in the Global South such as India.'>'°

Although cities offer greater opportunities for women’s economic
empowerment across formal, informal, and home-based work, persistent
gaps in mobility and public services constrain these gains. Metropolitan cities
are witnessing a rise in crimes against women, including rape, molestation,
domestic violence, harassment, and dowry cases.!” Even digital urbanisation
has gendered consequences, as witnessed in the emergence of cybercrimes,
from “revenge porn” to blackmail and cyberbullying.'®!?

These vulnerabilities are further shaped by class, caste, occupation, and
migration status. Women vendors, night-shift workers, domestic and
sanitation workers, residents of informal settlements, and transgender persons
face heightened risks in public spaces alongside limited access to essential
services.”” Urban improvement projects, such as slum redevelopment or road
widening, often unintentionally deepen marginalisation.?' Shrinking footpaths,
inadequate street lighting, poor first- and last-mile connectivity, and limited
public sanitation further constrain women’s daily mobility.*?

Safety concerns also reinforce restrictive gender norms within households,
with families imposing higher restrictions on women’s mobility, including early
curfews.??* Such responses illustrate how perceived urban risks can intensify
patriarchal control over women and girls.

The current urbanisation model, combined with entrenched social inequalities,
patriarchal norms, and weak institutions, creates distinct challenges for
women. Recognising these core disparities is key to gender-inclusive urban
development.
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he United Nations (UN) World Conferences on Women (WCW)

placed gender equality on the global agenda in 1975 and led

to the adoption of the Convention on the Elimination of All

Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) by the UN

General Assembly in 1979. The momentum continued at the
Copenhagen conference in 1980 and the Nairobi conference in 1985. The
Beijing Conference and Platform for Action at the WCW held in China in 1995
marked a turning point in the global adoption of gender-sensitive budgeting.?®
Research by feminist economists and sociologists during this period further
highlighted how conventional budgeting frameworks contained implicit biases
that rendered women’s economic contributions, especially unpaid care work,
invisible.?627

Today, more than 100 countries have adopted the principles of gender-
sensitive budgeting, though outcomes remain ambiguous. Only about a quarter
have comprehensive systems to track gender allocations or assess their impact.*®
As a result, gaps persist in resource allocation for preventing and addressing
gender-based violence and discrimination.*

In India, global developments—along with contributions from sociologists
and economists who emphasise the need for public expenditure to reflect
gendered differences in access, time use, vulnerability, and opportunity—
helped advance the concept, especially after the early 2000s.%°°' The
Government of India institutionalised gender-sensitive budgeting through
the introduction of a two-part Gender Budget Statement in the Union Budget
2005-06. Part A addressed schemes with 100 percent allocation to women,
while Part B included those with at least 30 percent allocation.”® As of 2022,
57 of 58 central ministries had institutionalised gender-sensitive budgeting
cells.** The Union Budget 2024-25, for the first time, introduced part C to
capture schemes with allocations below 30 percent—a practice continued in
subsequent budgets.** For example, the Union Budget 2026-27 allocated INR
5.01 lakh crore (~ US$54 billion) to the gender budget, an 11.55 percent
increase from INR 4.49 lakh crore (~ US$48 billion) in 2025-26. By 2026,
53 central ministries and departments, along with five Union Territories,*
reported gender budget allocations.*

However, despite two decades of a central mandate, adoption at the state level
remains uneven, with several states introducing gender-sensitive budgeting
only recently. Notably, Jharkhand® and Uttarakhand®” have included it in
their respective budgets for the current financial year.

a  Government statements and releases have not named these five UTs.
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Adoption is weaker at the local level, where gender-sensitive budgeting
remains peripheral due to limited capacity in ULBs, insufficient data, and
limited autonomy and political incentives.”® Although consolidated national
data is unavailable, only a few municipalities—such as Mumbai and Pune—
have implemented gender-sensitive budgeting among India’s 266 municipal
corporations and 2,018 municipalities.*

Figure 1: Evolution of Gender-Sensitive
Budgeting in India
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Source: Author’s own, using various sources; IMF.*" Graphic courtesy Rahil Miya Shaikh, ORF.
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Gender-sensitive budgeting engages with gender dynamics across disciplines,
including sociology, development economics, anthropology, and wurban
planning. It also focuses on women’s right to participatory urban planning,*'
access to public places and urban commons; safety and security—including
protection from cybercrimes*—gender-sensitive design and infrastructure,*
dignified livelihoods; and property rights. Together, these factors highlight
how city design and governance can either constrain or enable women’s
mobility, social interactions, economic participation, and everyday well-being.
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espite robust research, most cities stop at gender auditing—

including the Ministry of Urban Affairs’ testing of a gender

assessment framework in six cities under the Smart Cities

Mission—without adopting gender-sensitive budgeting as a tool

for inclusive solutions.** These audits, focused largely on service
gaps and safety, rarely link insights to municipal budgeting.*® The result is
a governance paradox: cities identify problems but seldom fund solutions.
Consequently, despite progressive gender laws, constitutional decentralisation,
and a national gender-sensitive budgeting framework, urban spaces remain
unsafe and exclusionary for women for several reasons.

As Lekha Chakraborty notes in Fiscal Policy for Sustainable Development in Asia-
Pacific: Gender Budgeting in India, experiences with the devolution of power
in other Global South countries often reveal incomplete decentralisation,
where devolved functions are not matched by financial powers.** In Morocco,
limited local revenue authority and weak gender-disaggregated data hinder
implementation. Mexico incorporates gender criteria into fiscal transfers,
but rigid conditions restrict local flexibility. In South Africa, despite strong
constitutional backing, dependence on national transfers and uneven local
capacity weaken integration into planning. Similarly, mandated allocations—
such as earmarking 5 percent of local budgets for gender-sensitive issues—
often become a compliance exercise due to fragmented fiscal empowerment
and weak mainstreaming.*’

India reflects similar contradictions. Despite legislative efforts to decentralise
through the Constitution (74th Amendment) Act (CAA), 1992, most ULBs lack
substantial revenue authority and rely heavily on higher-level transfers. Local
gender-sensitive budgeting initiatives are constrained by limited capacity and
the absence of granular, gender-disaggregated data.*

Prioritising Cars Over People: India’s urban planning has historically
emphasised road expansion, flyovers, expressways, and automobile mobility.
This infrastructure-dominant development model sidelines the needs of
pedestrians, street vendors, informal workers, and public transport users—
groups largely comprising women.* Shrinking footpaths, poor lighting, lack of
mixed-use spaces, and unsafe transit hubs further undermine women’s mobility.
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The Marginalisation of Care Work: Unpaid and underpaid care work,
mainly performed by women, is the backbone of cities. These essential tasks
include cooking, water collection, sanitation management, and caregiving to
infants and the elderly. Yet municipal budgets lack dedicated allocations for
community kitchens, créches, elderly care centres, halfway homes, caregivers’
allowances, breastfeeding rooms, and accessible primary healthcare. This
perpetuates the invisibility and undervaluation of care work.”

Weak Local Capacities and Gender-Absent Institutions: While the
Constitution (74th Amendment) Act (CAA) accorded constitutional status
to ULBs, recognising them as the third tier of government, they remain
impoverished, with capacity constraints and overstretched administrations.”!
Most municipal corporations spend over 70 percent of their budgets on salaries,
leaving little room for new investments and innovations.” Without gender-
sensitive budgeting units, gender experts, and mandatory gender audits, most
cities lack the institutional mechanisms or administrative capacity to integrate
gender considerations into planning.

Safety as an Afterthought: Cities often respond to gender-based violence
through intensified policing—patrols, CCTV cameras, and helplines. While
necessary, safety is also a design challenge.”® Well-lit streets, high-footfall areas,
open visibility, mixed-use planning, and accessible public transport reduce fear
and risk,” yet these principles rarely shape urban design in India.

Fragmented Governance and Lack of Accountability: Without exception,
Indian cities suffer from fragmented governance across multiple agencies,
including municipal corporations, development authorities, electricity boards,
transport corporations, and private entities mandated to perform civic tasks
through public-private partnerships.”® This fragmentation makes gender-
sensitive budgeting difficult, as no single agency has either the mandate or
accountability.

Ineffective State Finance Commissions: The CAA aimed to transform
India’s fiscal federalism and make local governments empowered, self-
governing institutions. Besides a slew of broader constitutional mandates for
decentralisation of power, it mandated the constitution of the State Finance
Commissions (SFCs) every five years, primarily to evaluate the financial health
of the ULBs, recommending revenue sharing, intergovernmental financial
transfers via grants-in-aid, and enhanced own revenue collection by ULBs in
the interest of the sound finances of municipalities. Although their reports
are tabled in state legislatures, state governments have largely ignored their
recommendations or compiled them only superficially. This has left ULBs
financially weak, without an independent tax base or sustainable revenue
model.?

10
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tbudgets are political statements of priority, India’s municipal budgets
reveal a longstanding pattern of women’s invisibility. Most planning
documents, including City Development Plans (Master Plans) and
Smart City proposals, seldom acknowledge gender as a critical planning
component that affects safety, home ownership, public health, and
access to mobility and other essential civic services.”” Instead, gender is treated
as a peripheral concern, addressed through sporadic schemes or interventions
such as GPS-enabled buses with panic buttons® or CCTV surveillance in public
spaces.”® While important, these measures do not transform the fiscal policies
that shape how cities operate. Moreover, funding constraints undermine even
these interventions, resulting in poorly maintained systems such as faulty panic
buttons in buses and taxis.®® Extensive digital surveillance also raises privacy
concerns, with studies claiming that some of the “most surveilled cities are the
least safe.”®! Instead, encouraging more on-street activities and footpaths can
ensure the safety of children, women, older people, and persons with disabilities.

Gender-sensitive budgeting addresses this gap by compelling urban
institutions to assess how spending decisions affect women and men differently.
Municipal budgets often rest on implicit assumptions about households,
labour markets, and the state’s role in caring responsibilities.”® When these
assumptions remain unchallenged, the resulting budgets reproduce inequality.
In this scenario, the municipal planning matrix is blind to single women,
female-headed households, and informal women workers.

This exclusion becomes most apparent in moments of crisis. Women
suffered from the maximum job losses, increased domestic care burdens, and
heightened mobility restrictions during the COVID-19 pandemic.®® Sanitation
workers lacked safety equipment, migrant women encountered a severe
shortage of shelters, and domestic workers were rendered jobless during the
elongated lockdowns. While the pandemic was an unprecedented catastrophe,
long-term underinvestment in the care infrastructures of atfordable housing,
health centres, creches, night shelters, and public toilets exacerbated their
vulnerabilities.

Gender-sensitive budgeting, with disaggregated data collection, gender audits,
need-based investments, and robust monitoring, can foster inclusive cities.

11
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ndian cities consistently underinvest in services and infrastructure that
shape women’s daily lives, including mobility, safety, sanitation, informal
settlements, and healthcare and social services.

Mobility and Public Transport: For most urban women, mobility is essential
for accessing work, education, healthcare, and public life. The World Bank
reports that 84 percent of women’s trips in cities are undertaken via public,
intermediate public, and non-motorised transport.®® Yet fear of sexual
harassment, overcrowding, and unreliable schedules, especially in buses and
suburban trains, have contributed to the disproportionately low share of women
of 14 percent in overall public transport trips.”> On the other hand, women
from low-income groups and informal settlements find metro rail, despite its
better safety, reliability and comfort, unaffordable, especially with the added
costs of first- and last-mile connectivity.*

Moreover, urban transport systems, designed primarily for peak-hour
commuting, overlook women’s ‘trip-chaining’ patterns involving multiple short
journeys linked to work and household responsibilities.®” Municipal budgets
rarely reflect the need for easily accessible, affordable, and safe first- and last-
mile connectivity options.

Safety and Security: Safety audits by independent entities consistently
highlight inadequate lighting, compromised pedestrian infrastructure,
deserted stretches near transport hubs and public places, and a lack of
mixed-use streets—all of them discouraging women’s mobility within cities.®
Municipal investment in public spaces tends to prioritise ‘beautification’ rather
than accessibility or gender-sensitive design.®

Weak maintenance further undermines safety: streetlights remain non-
functional for long periods of time,” faulty CCTV cameras are not repaired,”
and footpaths are encroached upon or else are damaged.” These failures are
not because of a lack of awareness but stem from lopsided budgeting, where
safety is relegated to the police, and public space design is divorced from gender
considerations.

Sanitation and Public Toilets: Access to clean, safe, and affordable public
toilets remains a persistent challenge. Studies, including one by the Observer
Research Foundation in Mumbai,” indicate that women commuting for long
hours on suburban trains for work often avoid drinking water while travelling
due to limited access to toilets at stations and other public places, leading

12
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to health issues such as dehydration and urinary tract infections. Municipal
allocations for public toilets largely favour men’s urinals because they are
cheaper to construct. To cater to the unique needs of women, women'’s toilets
require more space, adequate lighting and privacy, water connectivity, safe
sanitary pad disposal, and regular cleaning.”™

Housing and Informal Settlements: Housing is central to women’s
empowerment. The Pradhan Mantri Awas Yojana (Urban) (PMAY-U)
addresses barriers to ownership through provisions for female co-ownership
and mandates basic amenities such as toilets, electricity, cooking gas, and tap-
water connections.”” However, its Credit-Linked Subsidy Scheme remains
exclusionary in terms of affordability and access, limiting benefits for
economically weaker groups.”

In informal settlements—home to a large share of low-income urban women—
the lack of piped water, lighting, waste management, drainage, and paved roads
disproportionately affects women. These neighbourhoods receive minimal
municipal investment, reflecting structural biases in public expenditure.”

Health, Care, and Social Services: Urban health systems remain uneven
despite interventions such as the National Urban Health Mission (NUHM).
The mission’s impact has been constrained by inconsistent funding, limiting
its ability to build infrastructure, procure equipment, train personnel, and
conduct outreach in underserved areas.”™"

These shortcomings mirror broader failures of municipal bodies to deliver
health services, despite public health being a mandated function under the
12th Schedule following the Constitution (74th Amendment) Act. In many
cities, municipal health services do not even meet government norms, giving
the poor no option but to resort to more expensive private healthcare.* A 2025
study corroborates this gap: despite targeted national-level programmes, urban
health systems have lower coverage for the poor. Women in cities report lower
contact with health workers (25.9 percent) than rural women (34.7 percent).®!

Health outcomes further underscore inequality. Women from the poorest
urban households are 3.7 times more likely to die than those from the richest.
The death rate increased substantially for women in the early reproductive
age group, indicating accessibility challenges to antenatal care in informal
settlements.®

13
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imited fiscal autonomy, constrained technical and administrative
capacity, a lack of gender-disaggregated data, and governance
fragmentation impede the implementation of gender-sensitive
budgeting at the city level.

Limited Fiscal Autonomy and Institutional Capacity: ULBs across India
remain cash-strapped, with an ever-widening gap between the financial
resources available to them and the functions they perform. The clear
recommendations by SFCs, established following the enactment of the CAA,
for the devolution of financial powers to the ULBs has received only superficial
recognition.®

The cash-starved ULBs were straddled with an even bigger unfunded
mandate when the Goods and Services Tax (GST) subsumed most of their
revenue handles, including octroi, the biggest revenue generator, in 2017.%
Compounding the challenge is that many states have resorted to populist
measures, especially on the eve of legislative elections, by widening property
tax exemptions, which, after the abolition of octroi, fetches the maximum
revenue for the ULBs.%*®

Such decisions have led several ULBs to rely on state and central grants for up
to 75 percent of annual municipal budgets, thereby denying them the flexibility
to tailor budgets to local gender needs.”” The tied nature of many grants, in
which the funds are earmarked for specific projects under the Government of
India or multilateral aid programmes, restricts local discretion and innovation.*

As aresult, very few ULBs have gender-responsive budgeting cells, even when
several states have established them at the department level. Without robust
institutional mechanisms, gender-sensitive budgeting remains rhetorical.

Lack of Gender-Disaggregated Data: ULBs rarely collect gender-disaggregated
data, resulting in planning processes that inadvertently reinforce gender bias.*
Without data on time use, safety, travel patterns, and health outcomes, urban
planning fails to capture women’s unique needs.

Only Kerala and Tamil Nadu have completed the census of the transgender
population and implemented social sector schemes under the Ministry of
Social Justice and Empowerment’s 2022 Support for Marginalised Individuals
for Livelihood and Enterprise (SMILE) scheme, which supports rehabilitation,
education, health, and skill development. Allocations for transgender welfare
have increased, reaching INR 76.88 crore in 2025-26.%

14
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However, smart city interventions across urban India rely on big data, where
algorithms prepared on skewed datasets that consider men as default citizens,
exclude the lived realities of women and prioritise surveillance over structural
safety.”’ The absence of gender-disaggregated data also exacerbates institutional
gender imbalances, as state urban development departments and ULBs remain
male-dominated, compounding the lack of gender-focused research, analysis,
and design thinking.”

Fragmented Urban Governance, Weak Women’s Representation and
Capacity: Urban governance in India remains highly fragmented. Transport
is managed by state-level corporations, policing by state departments, water
and sewerage by parastatals, and housing and road infrastructure by state-
managed development authorities. Megacities, such as Mumbai,” Delhi,”
and Bengaluru,” exemplify this fragmentation, with key urban functions split
across more than 20 municipal, state, and central agencies and ministries.
This fragmentation makes it difficult to introduce inter-departmental gender-
sensitive budgeting, leaving no single agency accountable for gender outcomes.”

Women councillors have limited influence on planning and finance despite
the CAA reserving one-third of ULB seats for women. The role of women
councillors, especially those without political or administrative experience, is
often compromised, as male-dominated civic committees often sideline their
views and concerns.”” In several instances, women councillors also function
as proxies for male relatives, becoming nominal elected representatives and
unable to exercise any substantive authority.”

15
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uccessful examples of gender-sensitive budgeting from several cities—
S when backed by political will and institutional support—offer valuable

lessons for India.
Vienna’s pioneering efforts to mainstream gender-sensitive budgeting:
Vienna is often regarded as a world-leading example of gender-inclusive
policies, having made gender-sensitive budgeting mandatory across all public
budgets since 2005. Its gender mainstreaming and implementation are
grounded in the following principles:*

1)  Using gender-sensitive language and images in all public signage and in
forms, documents, telephone directories, texts on the city intranet and the
internet, advertising for events, folders, posters, and films;

2)  Ensuring visibility of all life’s realities by collecting and analysing gender-
disaggregated data that includes various social dimensions, such as age,
ethnicity, income, and education level;

3) Providing equitable access to all services by analysing the target groups
and their different needs and the different factors that women might
consider when planning and designing services and infrastructure;

4) Ensuring women’s equal representation as men in all decision-making
processes and in the appointment of working groups, project teams,
commissions and advisory boards, and barrier-free gender parity in all
workplaces; and

5) Integrating gender equality in the design and implementation of all its city
plans by giving due attention to the different circumstances that enhance
the success rate, effectiveness, and ease of utilisation by both men and
women.

Vienna has engaged with the European Women’s Lobby (EWL) since 2005'"
for capacity-building and awareness campaigns within city departments and
communities to integrate gender-sensitive budgeting into its approximately

€15 billion in annual outlay.'!

Gender-sensitive budgeting has not only advanced equity but also reaped
measurable economic benefits for the Austrian capital. A 2019 study examined
mechanisms that improved the compatibility of family and work life, leading to
higher female labour force participation rates, and explored other determinants
that influenced the city’s GDP. For example, employment rates for mothers
ages 20-39 increased by 1.5 percentage points following the city’s non-

16
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contributory kindergarten initiative. The initiative increased job opportunities,
enabling 1,000 additional women in that age group to join the labour market.
Additionally, kindergartens and creches created 7,600 jobs, nearly 6,000 of
them locally.'*

Gender-sensitive budgeting has generated direct employment and unlocked
the city’s female labour potential, thereby enhancing their economic
participation and strengthening the local economy.

Barcelona’s Feminist City Agenda and Care Economy Model: Barcelona
offers a distinctive model by integrating gender-sensitive budgeting into
municipal governance through a care economy lens. Under the 2017-2020
Democratisation of Care initiative, the Barcelona City Council recognised
care as central to the city’s socioeconomic life, promoting shared societal
responsibility and reducing gender inequalities. City Council’s Caring City
initiative further recognises both paid and unpaid care work as fundamental
to the city’s socioeconomic fabric, redistributing care responsibilities beyond
traditional women-oriented roles.'"

The city’s Gender Justice Plan (2021-25) lends a gender perspective across all
expenditure heads of the municipal budget. It set aside nearly 85 percent of
the budget to address societal inequalities and awarded subsidies of over []42
million for gender-sensitive projects.'” The city council conducts regular gender
impact assessments of budget programmes to track how public expenditure
has addressed gender gaps.

The systemic use of sex-disaggregated data has improved women’s access
to services and strengthened their economic participation. For instance, over
1,800 women received labour rights support, 726 women from vulnerable
groups secured employment, and nearly 100 women-led projects, along with
153 women entrepreneurs, were supported through business development
programmes.

In the care economy, more than 4,500 women were supported through
the neighbourhood-based care services, and more than 8,000 care-related
enquiries were handled through centralised support services for caregivers.
The plan also reserved 10 percent of public housing for women and single-
mother households, trained nearly 3,000 police officers to identify and
respond to gender-based violence, implemented anti-harassment protocols at
40 nightlife venues across the city’s metro rail and bus systems, implemented
specific programmes to reduce gender inequalities in physical education in
335 schools, and redesigned playgrounds to create more inclusive and co-

educational spaces in 17 schools.'”
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Barcelona’s Gender Justice Plan thus demonstrates how gender-responsive
budgeting can shift mainstream public expenditure toward reducing structural
inequalities and generate measurable impacts in employment, housing access,
care services, safety, and education.

Seoul’s Public Investment for Enhanced Safety: Seoul has advanced gender-
responsive urban design and budgeting by prioritising women’s safety through
targeted infrastructure rather than relying solely on surveillance technologies.
Its gender budget expanded by more than 1,000 percent, from KRW 272.2
billion for 60 programmes in 2013 to KRW 3.25 trillion for 333 programmes
in 2020.1()6

Since the launch of the Women-Friendly City Project in 2007, the Seoul
Metropolitan Government has integrated women’s perspectives into city
planning, with targeted investments in well-lit pedestrian infrastructure,
safer walkways, and inclusive public transport access. These urban design
measures followed a citywide survey, which revealed that over 77 percent of
women expressed concerns about insecurity and mobility constraints in public
transport, streets, and public places.'"”

The project has delivered measurable outcomes, including 69.2 km of women-
friendly walkways, 50 parks, improved pedestrian routes, and expanded street
lighting. Investments in public restrooms and women-centred mobility services
have further enhanced accessibility and participation in public life and the
workforce. These infrastructure interventions are an integral part of Seoul’s
gender-responsive budgeting, which mandates all civic departments to address
gender needs in their plans and budgets.'*

These outcomes underscore that increased social infrastructure spending in
education, childcare, and care services significantly contributes to inclusive
development.

Cape Town’s Gender-Responsive Service Delivery in Low-Income
Settlements: Although gender-sensitive budgeting remains underdeveloped in
South African cities, Cape Town is an outlier. The city has embedded gender
perspectives in its planning to streamline water, sanitation, transportation, and
childcare services in low-income settlements. The city undertook participatory
studies involving young women to understand how reliable, affordable, and
easily accessible basic services reduced women’s unpaid care burdens, enabling
greater mobility and economic participation.'®
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Based on these findings, Cape Town combined household surveys, focus
group discussions, and primary service delivery data to link service quality
with women’s work opportunities. For example, improvements in access
to safe water, sanitation, transport, and education gave women more time
for economic engagement, especially within the low-income townships and
informal settlements.

Later studies acknowledged that gender-responsive delivery of essential
services led to enhanced female labour force participation and, thereby, greater
economic inclusion.''” For example, the campaign provided piped or tap water
to 98 percent of households in the city,'"
services to over 230,000 recognised informal settlements,''? installed 10,000
community taps and 50,000 toilets,'"” and increased access to clean sanitation
services to 95.5 percent of the population in informal settlements.!'* Additionally,
196 lower-income neighbourhoods received housing and infrastructure
upgrades through micro-developer support, and provided subsidised electricity
connections to 1,578 households in informal settlements.'"”

ensured basic water and sanitation

Gender-Responsive and Participatory Budgeting in Penang: Penang
pioneered gender-responsive and participatory budgeting (GRPB) by
integrating gender principles into participatory public finance. The
city formally adopted gender-responsive budgeting in 2012 through a
collaboration among the Penang State Government, the Penang Women’s
Development Corporation (PWDC), and the two local councils, viz., Penang
Island City Council and Seberang Perai Municipal Council. This collaboration
established a smart institutional platform to incorporate gender perspectives
and community voice directly into budget planning, design, implementation,
and monitoring.''®

Originally introduced as gender-responsive budgeting, the model was
reframed as GRPB in 2014 to emphasise community participation in defining
budget and public expenditure priorities. With the mission statement of
‘Different People, Different Needs,” Penang’s GRPB model recognises that
men, women, girls, and boys, and the diverse groups within these categories
of citizens, have different needs, priorities, lived experiences, and responses
to public expenditure."'” PWDC’s 2016 GRPB Manual outlines both the
conceptual basis for gender-responsive budgeting and the practical steps for
implementing GRPB at the local government and community levels.

The model follows a four-phase participatory process: (i) demographic
surveys to generate baseline, gender-disaggregated data; ii) focus group
discussions to facilitate citizen engagement; iii) community prioritisation and
voting on identified needs; and iv) planning, presentation, and negotiation
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with government stakeholders to secure budget allocation. Typically piloted
locally and scaled citywide, this approach strengthens accountability, trust, and

community ownership.'"

GRPB has informed community projects with inclusive design features
benefiting women, children, people with disabilities, and the elderly. For
example, the development of Taman Areca in Sungai Pinang incorporated
a universal playground, a separate women’s exercise area, flat walkways for
older residents, and a community garden managed by residents. These design
choices reflect gender- and age-inclusive needs identified through participatory
budgeting, improving safety, comfort, and accessibility for women and gender
minorities in public spaces.'"?

A milestone was the institutionalisation of the 2019 Gender Inclusiveness
Policy, which integrates GRPB across departments as a standard budgeting
practice. Relying on periodic collection of gender-disaggregated data and gap
analysis, this policy explicitly focuses on narrowing gender gaps and ensuring
equal opportunities for women’s participation in decision-making and service
design.'*

Penang’s GRPB approach has gained international recognition, with cities
in Malaysia’s neighbourhood adopting its community-inclusive, participatory
budgeting. For example, the Kuala Lumpur City Hall. Penang’s model is thus
expanding beyond Malaysia to benefit more women and gender minorities at
a regional level.'?!

Taken together, the experiences of Vienna, Barcelona, Seoul, Cape Town,
and Penang demonstrate that effective gender-sensitive budgeting must be
institutionalised, participatory, and embedded within broader urban planning
frameworks. Together, they offer a rich canvas of scalable, context-adaptable
global best practices that Indian cities can emulate to embed gender equity into
urban planning and budgeting.
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LBs in India must adopt a clear institutional and analytical

framework to mainstream gender-sensitive budgeting within

urban governance. This requires assessing every public

expenditure—across roads, housing, sanitation, mobility, health,

and digital infrastructure—through a gender lens. Gender-
sensitive budgeting enables cities to respond to the layered realities of women’s
lives rather than considering them as an afterthought. Drawing on frameworks
developed by Diane Elson,'®* Rhonda Sharp,'” and Indian scholars such as
Yamini Mishra,'#* this paper presents the following five pillars as central to an
urban gender-sensitive budgeting approach.

1. Gender-disaggregated data systems: The effectiveness of gender-sensitive
budgeting depends on the ability of ULBs to collect gender-disaggregated
data across services, including mobility, health, sanitation, public space
access, housing, and crime. This requires collaboration among ULBs, state
agencies, civil society organisations, academia, and think tanks. Digital
tools, including GIS-based mapping of unsafe areas, can provide granular
insights. Most importantly, data must reflect intersectional realities by
capturing variations across caste, class, disability, migration status, and
occupation. Despite isolated initiatives by agencies such as the Delhi Metro
Rail Corporation, the Capital Region Urban Transportin Bhubaneswar, and
the Kerala State Road Transport Corporation, most metro rail operators
and app-based transport solutions, including Namma Yatri, Chalo, Ola,
and Uber, have not prioritised gender-disaggregated data.'® On the other
hand, cities have no idea of the gender-wise usage of buses run by state
transport authorities or municipal transport undertakings. There is no
data collection on last-mile connectivity offered by intermediate transport
modes.'?

2. Gender-responsive planning and appraisal: Every municipal project,
irrespective ofitsinvestmentsize or scope, should undergomandatory gender
appraisal to assess beneficiaries, exclusions, and design gaps. For example,
a bus network designed primarily for efficient peak-hour commuting often
overlooks women’s trip-chaining patterns involving multiple short journeys.
Gender-responsive planning can inform route design, scheduling, lighting,
seating, and safety features. A portion of gender budgets must be set aside
to build ULB capacities to ensure sustained project monitoring through a
gendered lens.
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3. Funds, functions, and functionaries—beyond the gender binary:

A Framework for Gender-Sensitive
Budgeting for Gender-Inclusive Citles

Implementing a “beyond the gender binary” perspective in gender-
responsive budgeting involves moving beyond the traditional male-female
binary to include the needs of gender minorities, including transgender
and non-binary individuals, as well as intersectional approaches that
consider caste, class, and age.'*”'*® The allocation of funds, functions, and
functionaries must urgently shift from mere women-centric programmes
and schemes to inclusive governance to achieve this objective. Kerala’s
Kudumbashree, a comprehensive poverty eradication and women
empowerment scheme that focuses on community-based organisations
and decentralised planning, must be scaled across ULBs to facilitate such
a shift.'®

Gender-responsive public expenditure: Municipal budgets must allocate
adequate resources for gender-sensitive infrastructure and services,
including public toilets, lighting, footpaths, safe transit hubs, night shelters,
community health centres, and creches. Importantly, budgets must also
revisit existing expenditures. For example, reallocating funds from road
expansion to pedestrian infrastructure can address mobility inequalities.
Additionally, a gender budget policy framework must genuinely enable
women to manage both paid work and the responsibilities they carry at
home, especially considering how public expenditure in infrastructure,
urban services, and employment programmes affects women differently.'*
Achieving these outcomes calls for steady public investment not only in
employment opportunities but also in the diverse infrastructure that helps
women build and grow small enterprises so that self-employment becomes
a chosen, forward-looking path rather than a last resort. It also means
strengthening community services and support systems that ease domestic
and caregiving duties, enabling women to pursue the work and economic
roles they aspire to.

Accountability and monitoring: Cities must institutionalise accountability
by mandating municipal-level gender budget statements, independent,
non-partisan annual gender audits, public disclosure of allocations and
expenditures, and an independent, participatory review of municipal
decisions. Experiences from cities like Vienna and Seoul show that
transparency and multi-stakeholder oversight are essential for the success
and sustainability of gendered interventions. Right to information for
citizens regarding revenue generation and budgetary expenditure must be
built into the system.
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6. Bottom-up budgeting: Fiscal priorities should be informed by ground-level,
practical, and strategic gender needs and lived experiences rather than
top-down assumptions. Early-stage community engagement strengthens
ownership, improves targeting, and enhances outcomes. Gender-responsive
budgeting must, therefore, move beyond accounting and monitoring to
create a meaningful, transformative environment that fosters gender
equality.

7. Participatory governance and inclusion of women: Gender-sensitive
budgeting must be rooted in democratic participation. Urban planning
committees, ward committees, and special purpose vehicles (SPVs) under
Smart Cities must have representation from women’s groups, gender
experts, and civil society organisations. The voices of informal women
workers, street vendors, domestic workers, sanitation workers, and
transgender groups must inform budget priorities.

Together, these strategies can help cities become enablers of equity and
opportunity.
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he implementation of gender-sensitive budgeting requires

overcoming entrenched gender binaries and fostering

transformative reforms, including changes to political and

administrative mindsets, across all levels of government.

Responsibilities must be clearly distributed, with distinct roles
for the national and state governments and ULBs.

Union Government: At the national level, the Government of India must
anchor gender-sensitive budgeting through financial incentives and regulatory
frameworks. The first step is to include ULBs within the national Gender
Budget Statement, with a dedicated section for urban schemes administered
through municipalities, modelled on Parts A, B, and C. All schemes reported
under the statement should include a mandatory rationale for gender-related
expenditure.

Union ministries implementing schemes such as the Atal Mission for
Rejuvenation and Urban Transformation (AMRUT), PMAY-Urban, National
Urban Digital Mission (NUDM), and the National Urban Health Mission
(NUHM) must mandate gender-disaggregated reporting for fund releases.
Structural incentives, such as performance-linked grants for gender-responsive
planning, could motivate ULBs to adopt reforms.

Capacity-building programmes led by institutions such as the National
Institute of Urban Affairs (NIUA),"”! and the All-India Institute of Local
Self-Government should integrate specialised modules on gender-sensitive
budgeting.'* Without an ecosystem of trained personnel, reforms will remain
guidelines rather than substantive.

State Governments: States play a critical role, as ULBs operate under state
legislation. As such, states must urgently adopt the CAA in letter and spirit.
Operationalising the CAA’s mandate to devolve power through state- and
ULB-level governance and to usher in institutional, administrative, and fiscal
autonomy is crucial for cities to transition toward gender-sensitive budgeting.
States must also implement the recommendations of the State Finance
Commissions to improve the fiscal health of ULBs with committed transfers
and revenue-sharing. Simultaneously, they must urgently conduct property
tax reforms, rationalise user charges, and expand local revenue bases for ULBs
to deliver measurable gender-responsive outcomes.
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Importantly, the states must follow the framework under which the
recommendations of the national-level Finance Commission are conclusively
accepted by the National Parliament, paving the way for unconditional, general-
purpose “statutory fiscal transfers” from the Union Government to the states.'*
While these transfers were managed by the erstwhile Planning Commission of
India, they are channelled through line ministries as conditional grants under
“centrally-sponsored schemes” after its dissolution. Additionally, integrating
gender criteria as a mandatory condition for intergovernmental fiscal transfers
would strengthen the positive gender equality outcomes."*

These reforms must be backed by establishing Gender Budget Cells (GBCs)
within not only state urban development departments but also ULBs to create
a dedicated coordination channel between finance departments, women’s
commissions, and ULBs. The GBCs, staffed with civic officials, economists,
technocrats, and planners, with a balanced gender ratio, must serve as resource
hubs that support ULBs in applying gender-responsive tools, conducting audits
and ensuring compliance with gender-sensitive budgeting requirements.

Simultaneously, states mustinvest in leadership development programmes and
workshops for women councillors who often face institutional and patriarchal
barriers within the male-dominated committees. Such support can significantly
expand their influence in municipal decision-making.

States must also support ULBs in building reliable, granular, and evidence-
based gender-disaggregated data systems, including safety mapping, time-use
surveys, service delivery assessments, and gender audits, by establishing state-
and city-level data laboratories that provide the necessary technical assistance.

Urban Local Bodies (ULBs): At the city level, ULBs must embed gender-
sensitive budgeting in routine governance practices.

First, ex-ante analysis during budget preparation should identity gender gaps,
align resources, and inform demands for equitable transfers.

Second, participatory budgeting forums involving women’s groups, NGO
networks, and informal workers should be institutionalised to ensure budgets
reflect intersectional realities of caste, class, migration status, disability, and
occupation. Participatory budgeting experiments in Cape Town and Barcelona
show that such forums enhance accountability and align fiscal decisions with
lived experiences.
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Third, sustained collaborations between local governments, universities, and
think tanks can help embed academic insights directly into local governance and
planning processes, bridge data gaps on critical urban issues such as informal
labour and housing, and lead to more responsive city-level policy design and
implementation.

Fourth, ULBs must invest in gender-responsive infrastructure, including well-
lit streets, accessible footpaths, bus stops, 24-hour public toilets, community
kitchens, integrated crisis centres, primary health centres, mental health
support and community créeches. Many of these interventions have modest costs
but significant social returns, with increased female labour force participation,
improved health, and greater access to public spaces.

Fifth, cities should introduce routine gender audits of mobility systems, public
spaces, public amenities, digital infrastructure, and housing programmes.
Audits must inform reallocation decisions in subsequent budgets.

Sixth, municipalities must ensure that frontline workers, including sanitation
staff, health workers, bus drivers, conductors, and public transport personnel,
who are the human interface of public services, receive gender-sensitisation
training.
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urning gender-sensitive budgeting from concept to practice requires
a phased and realistic roadmap that allows for local adaptation.

Phase I - Diagnostics and Preparation: Cities must begin with gender-
disaggregated surveys, assessments of practical and strategic gender needs,
safety audits, mobility studies, and consultations with women’s groups to
identify context-specific challenges. This phase should also establish GBAs.

Phase II — Integrating Gender into Planning: The survey findings must
then feed into planning processes. City Development Plans/Master Plans
and annual municipal budgets must explicitly integrate gendered needs. For
example, an annual budget might allocate funds to repair streetlights and
pavementsin streets identified as unsafe if the city Master Plan revision proposes
mixed-use neighbourhoods to increase footfall and safety. The planning must
ensure the representation and voice of elected women representatives and
of civil society organisations that represent their intersectional vulnerabilities
and multiple marginalities.

Phase III - Reallocation and Targeted Investments: After preparation
and planning, cities should reallocate funds towards gender-sensitive
interventions. Small but strategic investments often yield optimum results. A
modest investment in maintaining panic buttons in public transport modes
can significantly enhance women’s mobility; similarly, upgrading sanitation
facilities in markets can improve women vendors’ working conditions and
increase their economic participation.

Phase IV - Participatory Monitoring and Social Accountability: Women’s
collectives, academicinstitutions, and civil society organisations should be invited
to participate in post-implementation reviews. Public dashboards showing
budget utilisation, progress on safety indicators, and service improvements
must be available on ULB websites, with real-time updates, to build trust and
transparency.

Phase V - Consolidation and Institutionalisation: Finally, binding legal
and institutional provisions must underpin and reinforce gender-sensitive
budgeting. The states must amend their respective municipal Acts to make
gender-sensitive budgeting mandatory, include gender indicators in municipal
performance reviews, and integrate gender priorities into recruitment rules,
procurement guidelines, and training curricula.

Cities can move from pilot-based experimentation to full institutionalisation

when gender-sensitive budgeting becomes part of the bureaucratic DNA,
embedded in rules, systems, and organisational culture.
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ities both reflect and reproduce the power relations, social

hierarchies, and institutional biases embedded within their

planning, design, and budgeting systems. Fiscal priorities at the

state and ULB levels have long sustained a gender-blind model

of urban development, making cities exclusionary for women,
especially those from low-income and vulnerable communities.

Indian cities must urgently realign their fiscal priorities to ensure that
women can move freely, work safely, access services equitably, and participate
meaningfully. This requires political will at the Union and state levels,
institutional capacity within ULBs, and active participation by women’s groups,
civil society organisations, and urban communities. It also requires recognising
care and the informal economy, safety, and accessibility to basic services and
opportunities as core urban necessities, not peripheral ideas.

Gender-sensitive budgeting offers a transparent and accountable way to
ensure that the lived realities of women shape a city’s priorities. It turns fiscal
choices into opportunities for fairness and inclusion, rather than reinforcing
exclusion. If Indian cities adopt this approach with genuine commitment, the
urban landscape could change dramatically, becoming a place where women
can live with dignity, safety, and freedom. Unwavering political commitment,
especially from the ruling dispensation in the state government, and ensuring
the required level of governance and fiscal freedom for cities to tackle
unforeseen challenges, including changing budgetary priorities and their
integration into performance matrices, will determine its success.@RF

Dhaval Desai is Senior Fellow and Vice President, ORF Mumbai.

All views expressed i this publication are solely those of the author, and do not represent the
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