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Abstract:

This paper examines the complex challenges impeding the safety and security of girls in remote residential areas of India,
with a specific focus on the unique vulnerabilities within residential schools. Drawing upon a Defence and Strategic Studies
perspective, it frames girls' safety as a critical human security imperative, highlighting its direct implications for national stability
and resilience. The study systematically analyses socio-cultural, economic, infrastructural, and institutional determinants of
insecurity and assesses current legislative, governmental, technological, and community-led interventions. By identifying gaps
between policy intent and ground-level impact, the paper proposes tailored recommendations for strengthening institutional
frameworks, integrating human security into governance, and fostering community resilience. This research underscores the
strategic necessity of a holistic, multi-sectoral approach to ensure a safer and more secure future for girls in India's remote regions.
Key Words: Girls' Safety, Remote Areas, Residential Schools, Human Security, Non-Traditional Threats, India, Policy
Interventions.

1. Introduction:
1.1. Background: The Pervasive Vulnerability of Girls in Remote India

The safety and security of women and girls in India remain a profound societal concern, deeply influenced by prevailing
cultural norms, significant infrastructural deficiencies, and entrenched systemic gender inequality. Despite the implementation of
various legislative reforms and public awareness campaigns, the incidence of gender-based violence continues to be a pressing
issue. Statistical data from the National Crime Records Bureau (NCRB) underscores the escalating nature of this problem,
revealing a notable 12.9% increase in the rate of crimes against women between 2018 and 2022. The reported rate stood at 66.4
crimes per 100,000 women in 2022. A breakdown of these crimes highlights the most prevalent forms of violence: cruelty by
husband or relatives accounts for 31.4%, followed by kidnapping and abduction at 19.2%, assault with intent to outrage modesty
at 18.7%, and rape at 7.1% of total crimes. These alarming figures unequivocally demonstrate a widespread environment of
insecurity for women and girls across the nation. Critically, remote rural areas often experience these challenges with exacerbated
severity due to their distinct socio-economic conditions and infrastructural limitations.

The continued rise in crime rates against women, even amidst legislative reforms and awareness initiatives, points to a
significant disconnect between policy formulation and its tangible impact on reducing violence. If existing policies and awareness
campaigns were truly effective, one would anticipate a decline in crime rates or a stabilisation following an initial increase in
reporting. The persistent upward trend suggests a deeper, unresolved issue. This situation presents a paradox: while efforts are
being made, they either fail to reach the most vulnerable populations effectively, particularly in remote areas, or they do not
adequately address the fundamental underlying drivers of violence, such as deeply entrenched patriarchal norms and a culture of
impunity. This gap between policy intent and on-the-ground reality highlights critical implementation failures, cultural resistance,
or a lack of comprehensive, multifaceted interventions to alter societal attitudes and behaviour. From a strategic perspective, this
indicates that the existing security architecture for women is incomplete or permeable, necessitating a fundamental re-evaluation
of its foundational elements to ensure comprehensive protection.

1.2. Conceptualising “Remote Rural Areas” in the Indian Context:

Defining "rural" in India is not a monolithic concept, as various governmental agencies employ distinct criteria for
classification. For instance, the Planning Commission considers any town with a maximum population of 15,000 rural. The
National Sample Survey Organization (NSSO) adopts a more multi-dimensional definition, characterising rural areas by a
population density of up to 400 persons per square Kilometre, the presence of villages with clear surveyed boundaries but no
municipal board, and a significant proportion (minimum of 75%) of the male working population engaged in agriculture and allied
activities. The Reserve Bank of India (RBI), on the other hand, broadly defines rural areas as those with a population of less than
49,000, encompassing tier-3 to tier-6 cities.

These diverse administrative definitions hold substantial policy implications, as they directly influence the local
governance structure (e.g., Panchayat versus Urban Local Body) and the allocation of resources under various government
schemes. Remote rural areas, in general, are characterised by low population density and small settlements, with their economies
often intrinsically linked to land-based industries such as agriculture, forestry, and resource extraction. These economic dynamics,
coupled with broader forces encouraging urbanisation, frequently lead to significant demographic declines, a phenomenon known
as "rural flight," where younger populations migrate to cities to pursue education and employment opportunities, leaving behind
older, less educated, and less wealthy populations. This demographic shift further complicates the provision of essential services
and security.

The reliance on varied and sometimes outdated administrative definitions means that settlements undergoing rapid
urbanisation might still be classified as "rural.” Consequently, they remain under Gram Sabha governance, which is not equipped
with the same responsibilities (e.g., land-use planning, building regulations, solid waste management) as Urban Local Bodies.
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This results in "haphazard and limited civic construction" and inadequate public goods, including critical sanitation and waste

management services. For girls' safety, this is crucial because poor infrastructure, such as the lack of proper sanitation facilities,

directly contributes to their vulnerability to violence and health issues. Therefore, this definitional ambiguity creates a strategic

administrative loophole, leading to infrastructural and governance deficits that directly exacerbate human security challenges in

rural areas but urbanising in reality or truly remote areas that are overlooked. This highlights a critical need for a dynamic and
responsive classification system to ensure appropriate policy and resource deployment.

Table 1: Key Definitions of Rural Areas in India

Agency Definition of Rural Area
Planning Commission A town with a maximum population of 15,000
Area with population density up to 400 per sq km; villages with clear surveyed boundaries but no
NSSO municipal board; minimum 75% of male working population involved in agriculture and allied
activities
RBI Areas with a population of less than 49,000 (tier-3 to tier-6 cities)

1.3. Framing Girls' Safety as a Human Security Imperative: A Defence and Strategic Studies Lens:

Historically, national security policies have predominantly focused on the state's defence against external military threats,
often relying on military might as the primary instrument. However, the evolving conceptualisation of security has broadened to
encompass the notion of "human security,” which fundamentally prioritises the welfare and protection of individuals and society
as integral to national stability. This paradigm shift acknowledges that security threats are not solely external or military but also
emanate from internal vulnerabilities such as economic inequality, public health crises, environmental degradation, and social
unrest.

Within this expanded framework, gender-based violence is recognised not merely as a social issue but as a significant
non-traditional security threat that directly undermines human security. Human security offers a crucial lens to identify and
prioritise threats frequently overlooked in conventional security frameworks. It emphasises addressing the underlying causes of
insecurity, such as violence, poverty, and disease, before they escalate into broader emergencies. Marginalised groups, including
women and girls, disproportionately bear the burden of insecurity due to their specific vulnerabilities. Therefore, enhancing their
safety and security directly contributes to creating a resilient society capable of withstanding internal and external threats,
strengthening the overall national security posture. India's complex social landscape, marked by significant economic inequality
and frequent environmental challenges, renders the human security approach essential to its comprehensive national security
strategy.

The concept of human security, introduced by the UN Development Programme in 1994, emphasises that economic,
food, health, and environmental security form the foundation of national stability. It moves away from traditional military
concerns to a broader understanding that incorporates a variety of threats to human life, making it an essential tool for national and
international policy. Human security aims to close the gap between the real-world experiences of ordinary people and state-centric
security strategies by prioritising the protection of individuals. This approach recognises that security is influenced by economic
stability, social justice, and environmental protection rather than solely by the state's actions. It also highlights the importance of
safeguarding people from threats like violence, poverty, and ecological degradation, ensuring individuals are free from fear and
able to lead fulfilling lives. The human security framework's emphasis on prevention is persuasive, as it addresses the underlying
causes of insecurity before they escalate into emergencies by focusing on long-term development objectives such as healthcare,
education, and poverty alleviation.

If human security is integral to national security, then widespread gender-based violence, especially in remote and
vulnerable populations, constitutes a significant strategic vulnerability for the state. This understanding moves beyond
categorising it as a human security concern to identifying its systemic impact on national strength. Such violence reduces human
capital through its detrimental effects on health, education, and economic participation. It also contributes to social fragmentation
and the potential for unrest, diverting resources and attention from traditional defence priorities. The state's inability to protect a
significant portion of its population from internal threats like gender violence can erode its legitimacy and internal cohesion,
which are critical elements of national power. Therefore, addressing gender violence is not merely a social welfare endeavour but
a proactive measure to enhance overall national resilience, stability, and strategic capacity, reframing it as a core national security
imperative that demands strategic resource allocation and integrated policy responses.

1.4. Structure and Significance of the Study:

This paper will systematically analyse the challenges, existing strategies, and policy interventions to enhance girls' safety
and security in remote residential areas in India, integrating a Defence and Strategic Studies perspective focused on human
security. It aims to provide comprehensive insights and actionable recommendations for policymakers and practitioners.

2. Challenges to Girls' Safety and Security in Remote Residential Areas:
2.1. Socio-Cultural and Economic Determinants of Vulnerability:

Girls residing in remote rural areas confront a myriad of vulnerabilities, including extreme poverty, malnutrition,
pervasive gender-based violence, limited access to education, heightened risks of trafficking, and the widespread practice of child
marriage. Statistical data paints a grim picture: over one-third of married women in rural Uttar Pradesh reported experiencing one
or more forms of violence, including verbal abuse, physical manhandling, and sexual abuse by their spouse. Alarmingly, nearly
47% of these women endured some form of violence during their last pregnancy. Another study conducted in northern India
revealed that almost half of the women interviewed had been slapped, hit, kicked, or beaten by their husbhands at some point, with
24% reporting being kicked and 44% being kicked during pregnancy. Disturbingly, 12% were threatened explicitly with being set
on fire with kerosene oil. These incidents are frequently underreported, mainly due to deep-seated patriarchal norms and the
pervasive fear of social ostracisation and family pressure within rural communities.

Economic realities significantly amplify girls' vulnerabilities. In West Bengal, a staggering one in five girls is married by
the age of 15, often to men who are ten or more years older. This detrimental practice is primarily driven by the perception of girls
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as financial burdens, mainly due to the societal expectation of dowry payments. In many instances, marrying a girl off at a very

young age can reduce or even eliminate the dowry requirement. Early marriage has devastating consequences: girls are forced to

drop out of school, experience severe health complications from early pregnancies, and are subsequently less equipped to support

their children. Furthermore, financial hardship often compels families to prioritise the education of boys over girls. Girls are

frequently relied upon for household chores or to contribute to family income, further curtailing their educational and economic
opportunities.

A critical yet frequently overlooked dimension of vulnerability is sanitation insecurity. In rural India, a substantial
proportion of households (60% in 2012) lacked access to any form of latrines, leading to widespread open defecation. This
practice disproportionately affects women and girls who face public harassment and sexual violence while seeking secluded spots
in fields to defecate. The profound fear of being "stripped of their honour" leads many women to suppress their meals to avoid
defecating in broad daylight, which can have severe health consequences, including stunted growth in their offspring during
pregnancy. The scarcity of clean, private spaces with potable water for menstrual hygiene further compounds these challenges,
making it exceptionally difficult to manage menstruation hygienically and with dignity.

The relationship between these challenges is not merely additive but intersectional and mutually reinforcing. For
example, poverty (an economic factor) often drives child marriage (a socio-cultural practice), which then forces girls out of school
(an educational consequence), perpetuating their financial dependence and increasing their vulnerability to domestic violence.
Similarly, the lack of private sanitation facilities (an infrastructural deficit) directly exposes girls to sexual violence (a socio-
cultural issue) and health problems, which are often compounded by existing patriarchal norms that normalise such risks. This
creates a deeply entrenched vicious cycle where each vulnerability exacerbates the others, making comprehensive safety
interventions impossible if addressed in isolation. From a strategic perspective, this systemic entanglement means that a piecemeal
approach will inevitably fall short; proper human security requires integrated, multi-dimensional interventions that simultaneously
target socio-cultural attitudes, economic empowerment, and infrastructural development.

Table 2: Reported Crimes against Women in India (Selected Categories)

. Percentage of Total Crimes Rate of Crimes Against Women (per
Type of Crime (NCRB Data) Aga?inst Women 100,000 Womgn population) ®
Cruelty by Husband or Relatives 31.40% 58.8 (2018)
Kidnapping and Abduction of Women 19.20% 66.4 (2022)
Assault with Intent to Outrage Modesty 18.70%
Rape 7.10%

2.2. Geographic Isolation and Infrastructural Deficits:

Remote areas are inherently characterised by geographical isolation, resulting in sparsely distributed emergency services
and a complete lack of or severely limited public transportation options. This geographical distance places immense strain on law
enforcement resources, hindering their ability to respond promptly to and effectively investigate crimes. For girls, this translates
into significant barriers to education: schools are frequently located far from their homes, leading parents to hesitate in sending
their daughters due to profound safety concerns and the legitimate fear of harassment or violence during travel. This direct
correlation between distance and safety concerns is a primary factor for girls dropping out of school.

Beyond transportation, the general public infrastructure in remote areas is often severely underdeveloped. Many rural
schools, for instance, lack fundamental facilities such as separate toilets for girls, access to clean drinking water, and basic
hygiene amenities. Some schools' absence of female teachers further discourages parents from enrolling their daughters. These
infrastructural deficiencies are strongly correlated with higher dropout rates among adolescent girls. Moreover, the lack of
essential civic amenities like adequate street lighting and secure public spaces significantly contributes to girls' overall
vulnerability to crime and harassment.

The digital divide represents a substantial barrier to safety in remote India. Rural regions frequently struggle with even
basic internet access, compounded by limited digital literacy and an unreliable power supply. This technological exclusion
disproportionately affects women, particularly in rural areas, who are often prevented from owning personal devices or accessing
the internet due to prevailing social norms, cultural constraints, and a lack of financial autonomy. For example, a study revealed
that 47% of women with phone access borrowed rather than owned their phones, in contrast to 16% of men. Consequently,
modern digital safety applications-which offer crucial features like panic buttons, real-time location tracking, and direct alerts to
emergency contacts and police -become inaccessible primarily to individuals most needing such protective tools. This digital
exclusion exacerbates their insecurity by denying them modern means for self-protection, emergency communication, and access
to vital information.

The physical and digital infrastructure, or its absence in remote areas, is not merely an inconvenience but a direct and
critical determinant of human security. Poor transportation increases exposure to violence during essential travel. At the same
time, inadequate school facilities create a hostile learning environment that forces girls to drop out, thereby limiting their long-
term empowerment and safety. The digital divide isolates these populations from modern safety nets and information, creating a
"blind spot" in the national security apparatus. This implies that "hard" infrastructure development, such as roads, schools, and
sanitation facilities, and "soft" infrastructure development, including digital access and literacy, are not just economic or social
development goals but are fundamental components of enhancing human security and reducing vulnerability from a strategic
perspective, investing in such infrastructure in remote areas should be seen as a national security investment, directly impacting
vulnerable populations' safety, resilience, and productive capacity, strengthening the state's overall human security posture.

2.3. Gaps in Law Enforcement and the Justice System:

The justice system in India is plagued by significant systemic challenges, most notably protracted delays in case
resolution. Many cases involving crimes against women and girls can take years to conclude, a factor that profoundly discourages
victims from coming forward to report incidents. The implementation of critical legislation like the Protection of Children from
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Sexual Offences (POCSO) Act is particularly hampered by these delays in justice delivery and persistently low conviction rates.

Furthermore, a pervasive social stigma surrounding sexual violence and harassment often compels victims and their families to

remain silent or to compromise with perpetrators, fearing severe social backlash within their communities. This combination of

factors results in many cases going unreported or unresolved. This problem is particularly acute in remote areas where public
awareness of legal rights and mechanisms is often low.

Rural communities are often severely underserved, suffering from a dearth of legal and medical infrastructure, which
significantly impedes victims' timely access to essential assistance and support. A significant barrier to justice is the widespread
lack of awareness about the provisions and protections offered by the POCSO Act among the general population, especially in
remote rural areas. Moreover, judicial officers, prosecutors, police personnel, and medical professionals frequently lack the proper
training and orientation required to handle child sexual abuse cases with the necessary sensitivity and empathy. Child victims
often find it exceedingly difficult to report offences immediately, leading to delays in the registration of First Information Reports
(FIRs), which can subsequently be exploited by the accused as a defence tactic. Despite legislative provisions for child-friendly
procedures, many courts and police stations lack adequate facilities or trained personnel to interact with child witnesses
sensitively, frequently leading to secondary victimisation where the child feels re-traumatised by the very process meant to deliver
justice.

Law enforcement agencies operating in remote areas face distinct and formidable challenges from geographical isolation
and severely strained resources. A significant systemic issue is the disproportionately low representation of women within the
Indian police force, which stood at an average of only 7.28% as of 2017, despite government directives to reserve 33% of
positions for women. This low ratio of female officers exacerbates the difficulties in effectively tackling gendered crime and
handling cases with the requisite sensitivity and empathy. Moreover, inconsistent enforcement of existing laws by law
enforcement personnel can lead to a profound lack of trust in the justice system among the affected population.

When the formal mechanisms of state protection-the police and the judiciary-are perceived as ineffective, unresponsive,
or even insensitive, it leads to a profound erosion of public trust and state legitimacy, particularly among vulnerable populations
like girls in remote areas. The fear of social stigma, combined with the practical difficulties and emotional toll of navigating a
flawed legal system, creates a powerful disincentive for victims to seek justice. This perpetuates a cycle of impunity for
perpetrators and continued victimisation of girls. From a Defence and Strategic Studies perspective, a state's inability to ensure the
basic human security of its citizens, especially its most vulnerable segments, represents a fundamental failure of governance. This
failure can lead to social unrest, a breakdown of civil order, and a weakening of the state's internal stability and legitimacy, which
are critical national security components. The lack of trust can also make communities less likely to cooperate with state
authorities on other security matters, creating broader challenges for national security.

Table 3: Challenges to Girls' Safety in Remote Areas: A Multi-Dimensional Summary

Category Specific Challenges (Examples) Impact on Girls' Safety (Examples)
. Patriarchal norms, Child marriage, Dowry, Gender Increased violence, Limited autonomy,
Socio-Cultural S . -
discrimination Perpetuation of vulnerability
£ . Poverty, Lack of economic autonomy, Prioritisation of School dropout, Reduced independence,
conomic , . L L
boys' education Vulnerability exploitation

Lack of safe transportation, Inadequate sanitation,

Geographic / Limited school infrastructure, Sparsely distributed

Increased exposure to violence, Health risks,

Infrastructural . School dropout, Limited access to aid
emergency services
Legal / Delayed justice, Low conviction rates, Underreporting, Disincentive to report, Perpetuation of
Institutional Inconsistent law enforcement impunity, lack of trust in the system
i L Limited internet access, Low digital literacy, lack of Inaccessibility of modern safety apps, Reduced
Digital Divide - . ; S > .
personal devices, Social barriers to tech access emergency communication, Digital exclusion

3. Specific Safety and Security Challenges in Girls' Residential Schools:
3.1. Institutional Oversight and Management Deficiencies:

Residential schools, particularly those catering to tribal students in remote areas of Odisha, have been the subject of
grave concerns due to documented instances of student deaths, suicides, and pregnancies, all indicative of profound
mismanagement. A critical underlying issue is the severely inadequate hostel management system, often due to overburdened staff
and pervasive negligence. A stark example highlighted an instance where a teenager's pregnancy in a girls' residential high school
remained unnoticed for eight months until she delivered a premature baby, unequivocally pointing to a severe lack of consistent
monitoring by matrons and auxiliary nursing midwives (ANMSs) who are ostensibly responsible for the health and well-being of
girl inmates. Staffing levels are frequently insufficient, with the number of students far exceeding the deployed personnel, leading
to inadequate supervision breakdown. Furthermore, there have been distressing reports of ailing students being denied timely
medical care or being sent home in critical conditions, in direct violation of established guidelines.

Many residential schools, especially Ashram schools, suffer from chronic issues of poor provisioning and maintenance of
their physical infrastructure. The living quarters intended for principals and teachers are often dilapidated and unfit for habitation,
compelling staff to reside away from the hostels. This physical distance directly contributes to a critical lack of immediate
oversight and delayed response to incidents, particularly during night-time. Alarmingly, none of the hostels, including those
specifically for girls, are equipped with dedicated security guards, leaving these institutions highly vulnerable to external threats
or unauthorised intrusions. While directives exist for installing CCTV cameras in hostels, their practical implementation and
diligent monitoring are frequently lacking, rendering them ineffective. Basic facilities, such as safe drinking water and adequate,
functional toilet facilities for girls, also remain significant concerns, impacting health and safety.

These issues are not merely isolated operational failures but represent a systemic breakdown in the duty of care these
institutions are mandated to provide. The spaces designed to be havens of safety and learning are often becoming sites of neglect
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and insecurity. This fundamental contradiction undermines the state's stated objectives of empowering girls through education.

From a strategic perspective, this systemic failure to safeguard a vulnerable population within state-run institutions can erode

public trust in government initiatives, lead to intergenerational cycles of vulnerability, and ultimately hinder human development,

a core component of national power and resilience. It signals a critical gap in the state's ability to extend its protective function to
its most remote and marginalised citizens, creating a significant human security deficit.

3.2. Implementation Hurdles of Child Protection Legislation:

Despite the existence of a comprehensive legal framework, such as the Protection of Children from Sexual Offences
(POCSO) Act, its practical implementation faces substantial hurdles, particularly in remote areas. These challenges include a
critical lack of necessary infrastructure, insufficient training for law enforcement personnel, protracted delays in the delivery of
justice, and the pervasive social stigma that discourages victims from reporting abuse. Rural communities are often severely
underserved, suffering from a dearth of legal and medical infrastructure, which significantly impedes victims' timely access to
essential assistance and support.

A significant barrier to justice is the widespread lack of awareness about the provisions and protections offered by the
POCSO Act among the general population, especially in remote rural areas. Furthermore, judicial officers, prosecutors, police
personnel, and medical professionals frequently lack the proper training and orientation required to handle child sexual abuse
cases with the necessary sensitivity and empathy. Child victims often find it exceedingly difficult to report offences immediately,
leading to delays in the registration of First Information Reports (FIRs), which can subsequently be exploited by the accused as a
defence tactic. Despite legislative provisions for child-friendly procedures, many courts and police stations lack adequate facilities
or trained personnel to interact with child witnesses sensitively, frequently leading to secondary victimisation where the child feels
re-traumatised by the very process meant to deliver justice.

The confluence of infrastructural deficiencies, human resource limitations, and deeply ingrained social barriers creates a
critical "protection gap" where the de jure existence of robust laws does not translate into de facto safety and justice for girls in
remote residential settings. This gap is not merely an administrative inefficiency but a profound failure of the state's protective
function, leading to significant psychological and emotional tolls on child victims, including re-traumatisation and a sense of
powerlessness. From a human security perspective, this failure to provide effective legal recourse and supportive mechanisms for
child victims represents a fundamental breach of their human rights and a perpetuation of insecurity. It highlights that legal
frameworks alone are insufficient; a comprehensive, trauma-informed, and accessible justice delivery ecosystem is a strategic
imperative to ensure that the state's protective intent is realised on the ground, thereby strengthening the human security
foundation of the nation.

4. Existing Strategies and Policy Interventions:
4.1. Legislative and Judicial Reforms for Women's Safety:

India has adopted a comprehensive, multipronged approach to advance women's rights and ensure their safety through
significant legislative reforms. Key legal instruments include the Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act, 2005
(PWDVA), which provides a legal framework against domestic abuse; the Dowry Prohibition Act, 1961, aimed at eradicating the
practice of dowry; and the Immoral Traffic (Prevention) Act, 1956, which combats human trafficking and sexual exploitation.
Following the tragic Delhi gang rape case in 2012, the Criminal Law (Amendment) Act 2013 (often referred to as the Nirbhaya
Act) was enacted. This landmark legislation broadened the definition of sexual assault and introduced significantly harsher
penalties, including the death penalty for certain egregious rape cases. The Protection of Children from Sexual Offences (POCSO)
Act, 2012, stands as a comprehensive legal framework specifically designed to protect children under the age of 18 from sexual
abuse, harassment, and pornography, mandating stringent penalties and child-friendly judicial processes. Additionally, the
Prohibition of Child Marriage Act of 2006 aims to prevent early marriages and protect minors from their associated dangers.

To expedite justice, the government has established Fast Track Special Courts (FTSCs), including exclusive POCSO
Courts, specifically for rape and child sexual abuse cases, to ensure timely resolution. Less formal justice delivery systems, such
as Lok Adalats (people's courts) and Parivarik Mahila Lok Adalats (family women's courts), have also been established to provide
more accessible legal recourse. Recognising the importance of judicial sensitivity, gender sensitisation training has been
introduced for judicial officials. Furthermore, key recommendations include increasing women's representation in law
enforcement and the judiciary and implementing gender sensitisation programs in schools and workplaces to foster a more
equitable and responsive environment.

This situation highlights a critical disjuncture between the de jure (legal provisions) and de facto (lived reality) aspects of
safety and security for girls in India. While the legislative intent is clear and progressive, implementation failures, cultural
barriers, and systemic inefficiencies significantly undermine the practical impact, particularly in remote areas where access to and
awareness of these laws is limited. This implies that legal reforms, while foundational, are insufficient. They must be
accompanied by parallel, robust efforts to strengthen enforcement mechanisms, improve judicial efficiency, address societal
attitudes, and enhance accessibility to justice at the grassroots level. From a strategic perspective, this gap represents a
vulnerability in the state's ability to translate its protective policies into tangible human security outcomes, suggesting that legal
strength must be matched by operational effectiveness and societal acceptance to be truly impactful.

4.2. Government Schemes and Social Protection Programs:

The Government of India has adopted a multifaceted approach to ensuring women's safety, encompassing dedicated help
lines and financial support mechanisms. Key initiatives include One-Stop Centers (OSCs), which provide integrated medical,
legal, and psychological assistance to women affected by violence. The Emergency Response Support System (ERSS), accessible
via the single emergency number 112, unifies all existing emergency services (Police 100, Fire 101, Ambulance 108, Women &
Child Care 181) and provides location-based services, with a specialised "SHOUT" feature for women and children. Digital
platforms such as the Cybercrime Portal and SHe-Box have been established to address online harassment and workplace issues.
The Nirbhaya Fund is a dedicated financial resource for projects to enhance women’s safety and security.
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Several government schemes specifically target the empowerment and education of girls. The Kasturba Gandhi Balika
Vidyalaya (KGBV) scheme, launched in 2004, aims to establish residential schools at the upper primary level for girls
predominantly from Scheduled Caste (SC), Scheduled Tribe (ST), Other Backward Classes (OBC), and Minority Communities in
educationally backward blocks. The Beti Bachao, Beti Padhao (Save the Daughter, Educate the Daughter) campaign seeks to
address the declining child sex ratio and promote girls' education through extensive awareness campaigns and community
mobilisation. Furthermore, the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MNREGA) ensures 100 days of
paid employment per rural household annually, with a crucial 33% reservation for women at equal wages, fostering economic
empowerment. SABLA is another government-funded program designed to empower adolescent girls by providing them with
essential life and vocational skills, alongside improving their health and nutritional status.

While the proliferation of government schemes demonstrates a clear intent to address women's safety and empowerment,
their impact in remote areas is significantly hampered by the challenges they aim to mitigate. The digital divide renders
technology-dependent solutions inaccessible to those most in need, while infrastructural and management deficiencies undermine
the protective potential of residential schools. This suggests that a "one-size-fits-all" policy approach is inherently insufficient. For
these schemes to genuinely enhance human security, they require specific tailoring, robust implementation mechanisms, and
sustained monitoring that account for and overcome the unique barriers of remoteness, ensuring equitable access and tangible
impact for the most vulnerable populations. From a strategic perspective, this highlights the critical need for adaptive and context-
specific policy implementation rather than merely formulating broad policies.

Table 4: Overview of Major Government Schemes and Legal Frameworks for Women's Safety in India

Category

Specific Law / Scheme

Key Objective/Provision

Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhita 2023 (formerly
Criminal Law Amendment Acts)

Stringent penalties for sexual offences, including the
death penalty for rape of girls below 18.

Protection of Women from Domestic
Violence Act, 2005

Legal framework against domestic abuse, protection
orders, financial compensation, and shelters.

Dowry Prohibition Act, 1961

Penalizes giving, taking, or demanding dowry;

Legal Frameworks addresses dowry harassment and deaths.
Comprehensive legal framework to protect children
under 18 from sexual abuse, harassment, and
pornography.

Prohibits marriage of girls under 18 and boys under 21
aims to protect minors.
Unified 24/7 emergency number, location-based
services, and "SHOUT" feature for women and

Protection of Children from Sexual Offences
(POCSO) Act, 2012

Prohibition of Child Marriage Act, 2006

Emergency Response Support System

(ERSS) 112 children.
Emergenc Integrated medical, legal, and psychological assistance
Respo?]se J)EIL One Stop Centers (OSCs) ’ to women%ffectedpbg violer?ce.
Support Systems The platform for reporting online harassment and

Cybercrime Portal abuse.

Dedicated financial resources for projects enhancing
women's safety and security.

Residential schools for girls from SC, ST, OBC, and
Minority communities in educationally backward
blocks.

Campaign to address declining child sex ratio and
promote girls' education through awareness.
Program to empower adolescent girls with
life/vocational skills to improve health/nutrition.
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at equal wages.

Nirbhaya Fund
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Scheme

Empowerment &

Education Schemes Beti Bachao Beti Padhao

SABLA

Mahatma Gandhi National Rural
Employment Guarantee Act (MNREGA)

Economic Support
Programs

4.3. The Role of Technology in Enhancing Safety:

Technology presents a promising frontier for innovative solutions to women's safety challenges. These include personal
safety devices such as panic buttons, wearable trackers that monitor location, and pepper sprays equipped with GPS capabilities.
Notable mobile applications like Nirbhaya, Raksha, and Himmat are designed to send immediate SOS alerts to emergency
contacts and law enforcement. My Safetipin, for instance, is a personal safety app that gathers information on women's
experiences in public areas and helps users locate safe places like police stations and hospitals. Urban planners also utilise their
data. Other apps like "I'm Safe" allow loved ones to follow a user's location and receive alerts in danger, while "Circle of 6" helps
friends stay connected and safe. Life360 is another reliable location-sharing software with features like real-time location sharing,
crash detection, and SOS alerts. Beyond personal devices, public safety is enhanced through surveillance systems such as CCTV
cameras strategically placed in public spaces to deter crime and facilitate rapid communication with law enforcement. Emerging
technologies like Al-powered data analysis and crime tracking systems are also being explored to improve predictive policing and
response times.

Despite the immense potential of these technological interventions, their reach and effectiveness in remote areas are
severely constrained by the pervasive digital divide. Key barriers include limited or non-existent internet access, low levels of
digital literacy among the population, and inadequate power supply. Furthermore, deeply ingrained social norms and cultural
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constraints, coupled with a lack of financial autonomy, often prevent women, particularly in rural areas, from owning personal

digital devices or accessing the internet. To bridge this divide and ensure equitable access, proposed solutions include expanding

digital infrastructure, providing affordable internet access, promoting targeted digital literacy programs (especially for women),
and fostering public-private partnerships to extend connectivity and digital skills to underserved regions.

While technology holds immense promise for enhancing human security, its efficacy is not inherent but contingent upon
overcoming fundamental socio-economic and infrastructural preconditions. The digital divide acts as a critical bottleneck,
effectively excluding the very populations (girls in remote areas) who are most vulnerable and could benefit significantly from
these tools. This implies that simply developing and deploying advanced safety technologies is insufficient; they must be
integrated into broader human development and infrastructure strategies. Without concurrent efforts to expand digital access,
promote digital literacy, and challenge restrictive social norms that limit women's technological engagement, technology risks
becoming a symbol of progress that fails to translate into tangible safety improvements for the most marginalised. From a strategic
perspective, this means that technological solutions must be viewed as enablers within a holistic security framework rather than
standalone panaceas, requiring complementary investments in foundational human and physical infrastructure to unlock their full
security potential.

4.4, Community-Led Initiatives and NGO Contributions:

Non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and community groups are indispensable in advancing women's safety and
gender equality at the grassroots level. Their efforts often involve organising workshops to educate women about their rights,
establishing safe spaces where survivors can share their experiences, and actively mobilising community members to advocate for
safer environments. These organisations frequently build crucial support networks that offer counselling services for survivors of
violence, provide legal aid to help women navigate the justice system, and implement economic empowerment programs designed
to enhance women's independence. A notable example is Landesa's “Girls Project”, which successfully empowered poor, rural
girls by increasing their understanding of land rights and equipping them with land-based livelihood skills, leading to positive
outcomes such as delayed marriages and increased school enrollment. Similarly, self-help groups (SHGs) have demonstrated
significant positive impacts on women's autonomy, political awareness, self-confidence, and mental health through financial
inclusion and collective action, particularly in rural settings.

Many NGOs actively collaborate with local police forces to enhance women's safety. This collaboration often includes
training police officers on gender sensitivity, establishing dedicated hotlines for immediate assistance, and conducting joint
community outreach programs to build trust between women and law enforcement. The "Parivartan” program in Delhi is a
compelling case study: a collaborative initiative between the Delhi Police and civil society organisations; it deployed trained
female police constables for door-to-door awareness campaigns and self-defence training. This initiative significantly improved
information exchange and crime prevention efforts at the community level. Furthermore, community members themselves have
developed various strategies to address violence, ranging from "remedial™ actions focused on conflict resolution to more
"institutional” and "radical" approaches. However, the long-term effectiveness of purely remedial actions can be limited without
systemic support.

The documented successes of community-led initiatives and NGO contributions underscore the critical importance of
local agencies and culturally sensitive implementation in addressing human security challenges in remote areas. Unlike broad, top-
down government schemes that struggle with equitable access and impact due to a disconnect from ground realities, grassroots
efforts can leverage existing social capital, build trust, and tailor interventions to specific community needs and cultural contexts.
The transformative power of economic empowerment through land rights or SHGs demonstrates that empowering individuals at
the local level directly translates into enhanced safety and reduced vulnerability, resulting in bottom-up resilience. However, the
limitations of purely informal "remedial” community actions highlight that sustainable change requires a symbiotic relationship:
robust civil society engagement must be supported and integrated with formal state policies and institutional frameworks (e.g.,
police collaboration, legal aid) to amplify impact and ensure accountability. This strategic observation suggests that national
security benefits immensely from fostering and empowering local agencies, recognising it as a vital component of a
comprehensive human security strategy.

5. Tailored Recommendations for Enhancing Safety and Security:
5.1. Strengthening Institutional Frameworks for Residential Schools:

Implementing robust, standardised, and regularly enforced safety protocols across all residential schools, particularly
those in remote areas, is imperative. This must ensure secure premises with well-maintained boundary walls, functional and
actively monitored CCTV cameras, and strictly controlled access points to prevent unauthorised entry. Independent external
bodies should conduct regular, unannounced safety audits, with mandatory involvement of key stakeholders such as teachers,
parents, community members, and girls. These participatory audits are vital for identifying gaps in safety arrangements and
gauging the boarders' sense of security. The audits should comprehensively cover physical infrastructure, including fire safety
systems, electrical installations, and sanitation facilities, as well as staff conduct and strict adherence to child protection policies.

There must be a significant increase in trained female staff, including matrons and wardens, to ensure adequate round-
the-clock supervision, especially during night time. All staff must receive mandatory, ongoing training in child protection, gender
sensitivity, emergency response procedures, and basic first aid. Schools must unequivocally enforce zero-tolerance policies
against harassment, ragging, and discrimination, establishing clear, accessible, and confidential complaint mechanisms. Immediate
reporting of all offences under the POCSO Act to law enforcement agencies is non-negotiable. Furthermore, regular medical
check-ups for all students and establishing in-house medical teams or robust tie-ups with nearby hospitals are crucial for ensuring
timely and effective healthcare provision. Specific measures implemented in some KGBVs include group insurance coverage for
girls, first aid training, the appointment of guards, and self-defence training. Schools should also conduct regular drills for fire
safety, earthquake response, and evacuation procedures and maintain emergency kits with essential supplies. Schools should
educate students on cyber bullying and online scams for cyber protection, protect personal data, and monitor device usage and Wi-
Fi access.
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The problem in residential schools is not merely a lack of rules or equipment but a deficit in the culture of care and
accountability. The proposed recommendations shift the focus from simply achieving regulatory compliance, such as installing
CCTVs, to fostering an environment where safety is intrinsically valued and continuously ensured. This involves installing
CCTVs and ensuring they are actively monitored, not just having staff but ensuring they are adequately trained, sufficient in
number, and deeply empathetic. The emphasis on participatory safety audits involving girls is key to this cultural shift, as it moves
from external inspection to internal accountability and continuous improvement. This proactive, holistic approach aims to
transform these institutions into genuine safe havens, thereby contributing to the human security of the girls within the
institutional environment and strategically addressing a critical vulnerability in the state's educational and protective apparatus.
5.2. Integrating Human Security into National and Local Governance:

India must adopt a dynamic and responsive approach to defining "rural” by leveraging census data and other settlement-
wide indicators rather than solely relying on static administrative definitions. This dynamic classification will enable more
accurate and tailored resource allocation based on actual needs, ensuring that rapidly urbanising settlements with rural
administrative structures receive appropriate civic amenities and governance support. Prioritising investment in remote
infrastructure, including improved roads, reliable sanitation facilities, and expanded digital connectivity, should be considered a
strategic national security investment. Such investments enhance vulnerable populations' safety, resilience, and productive
capacity, strengthening the state's overall human security posture.

Fostering local agencies through robust support for NGOs, Self-Help Groups (SHGs), and other community-led
initiatives is paramount. These grassroots organisations possess invaluable local knowledge and can implement culturally
sensitive interventions that resonate with community needs. Integrating their insights into policy design and implementation
processes will ensure that strategies are relevant and practical. Furthermore, supporting economic empowerment programs, such
as those promoting land rights and vocational skills for girls, directly enhances their independence and reduces their vulnerability
to exploitation.

Strengthening the accessibility and responsiveness of the justice system is critical. This involves increasing the
representation of women in police forces and the judiciary, as a higher proportion of female officers can lead to more sensitive
handling of gendered crimes and build greater trust within communities. Mandatory and ongoing gender sensitisation training for
all law enforcement and judicial personnel is essential to cultivate an empathetic and effective response to survivors. Improving
legal and medical infrastructure in remote rural areas, including establishing more accessible legal aid centres and forensic labs, is
crucial for timely and thorough investigations. Fast-track courts must be effectively utilised, and mechanisms to ensure timely
registration of First Information Reports (FIRs) and child-friendly procedures must be rigorously enforced. Addressing the
pervasive social stigma surrounding sexual violence through sustained awareness campaigns and community dialogues is also
vital to encourage reporting and support for survivors.

Human security is not a separate policy domain but an overarching framework that should permeate all national and local
governance aspects. This means moving beyond reactive military responses to proactive, integrated approaches that address the
root causes of insecurity. The recognition that widespread gender-based violence constitutes a strategic vulnerability for the state
necessitates a fundamental shift in resource allocation and policy prioritisation. Investing in human well-being, particularly for
marginalised populations like girls in remote areas, directly strengthens national resilience, social cohesion, and strategic capacity.
This comprehensive approach ensures that the state's protective function extends to all its citizens, thereby fortifying the
foundational elements of national security.

6. Conclusion:

The safety and security of girls in remote residential areas of India present a complex and multifaceted challenge, deeply
intertwined with socio-cultural norms, economic disparities, infrastructural deficits, and systemic gaps in law enforcement and
judicial processes. Despite significant legislative reforms and numerous government initiatives aimed at women's safety and
empowerment, the persistent rise in crimes against women, coupled with the documented failures within residential schools,
indicates a critical disjuncture between policy intent and ground-level impact. The analysis reveals that vulnerabilities are
intersectional, creating a vicious cycle where poverty, child marriage, lack of education, and inadequate infrastructure mutually
reinforce insecurity. Furthermore, the digital divide severely limits the reach of modern safety technologies, while the systemic
failures within residential schools underscore a profound breakdown in the duty of care.

From a Defence and Strategic Studies perspective, the widespread insecurity faced by girls in remote areas is not merely
a social issue but a significant human security imperative that directly impacts national stability and resilience. The erosion of
public trust in state institutions due to delayed justice and ineffective law enforcement represents a fundamental failure of
governance, weakening the state's internal cohesion and legitimacy. A paradigm shift is required to address these profound
challenges-one that moves beyond fragmented, top-down interventions towards a holistic, multi-sectoral, and adaptive approach.

The recommendations emphasise strengthening institutional frameworks within residential schools through
comprehensive safety protocols, enhanced staff training, and a pervasive culture of care and accountability. Equally vital is
integrating human security principles into national and local governance, necessitating dynamic rural definitions, strategic
investment in physical and digital infrastructure, and robust support for community-led initiatives. By fostering local agencies and
ensuring accessible, sensitive, and effective justice delivery, India can bridge the existing protection gaps. Ultimately, ensuring the
safety and security of girls in remote residential areas is a strategic imperative that will not only uphold fundamental human rights
but fortify the nation's overall human capital, social stability, and strategic capacity, paving the way for a more secure and resilient
future.
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