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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Responding to the needs of mayors and municipal officials, UN-Habitat Safer Cities Programme 

(SCP) and the Geneva Peacebuilding Platform (GPP)
1
 have joined forces with the aim to help 

establish a presence of City Labs.
2
 City Labs will be spaces for locally-led experimentation and 

innovation to prevent and reduce violence and crime and to help build lasting relationships 

between people and authorities in urban settings. They represent a new policy space for the 

application of an integrated approach combining best practice from urban safely and 

peacebuilding practitioners. City Labs will be pilot action sites within the framework of the 

Global Network of Safer Cities (GNSC), championing knowledge exchange, learning, 

innovations and facilitating solution.  

 

City Labs build on the significant proliferation of promising practice on peacebuilding and urban 

safety initiatives.
3
 In the field of peacebuilding, innovative practice has occurred, for instance, 

around architectures for peace, national dialogue process, constitution building, armed violence 

reduction and prevention efforts, or civic observatories. In the field of urban safety, such practice 

has been related to strengthening the capacity of local authorities, civil society, and communities 

to reduce crime and violence and enhance social cohesion and resilience.  So far, however, this 

promising practice remains largely unconnected across the urban safety and peacebuilding 

communities. In other words, practitioners with expertise in urban planning, management and 

governance have not accessed the expertise of peacebuilding professionals working on local 

peace committees, multi-stakeholder dialogues, or peace process design, and vice versa. There is 

limited interface between the two communities of practice, particularly on the vital question of 

how cities can grapple with the specific challenges of a conflict or post-conflict context, or with 

chronic social violence and crime.  

 

At the same time, many mayors are grappling with challenges of identifying the appropriate 

policy response to urban violence and social exclusion. For instance, a report by the United 

Nations Development Programme (UNDP) highlights that the so-called ‘iron fist’ policies 

adopted in parts of Latin America have failed to achieve their objective of reducing levels of 

violence and crime. They have also had a deep negative impact on democratic coexistence and 

                                                           
1
 The Geneva Peacebuilding Platform is a joint project of four institutions: The Centre on Conflict, Development and 

Peacebuilding (CCDP) of the Graduate Institute of International and Development Studies; the Geneva Centre for 

Security Policy (GCSP); Interpeace; and the Quaker United Nations Office, Geneva (QUNO). 
2
 This document is based on the following material:  Oliver Jütersonke with Keith Krause (2013) Peacebuilding and 

the City: Setting the Scene, Platform Brief 9. Jennifer Milliken (2014) Building Peace in Urban Settings: Lessons 

from the Ground and Recommendations for Collaboration. Platform Paper 11. Achim Wennmann (forthcoming 

2014) ‘Prevenir conflictos y fortalecer la paz en la ciudad: Avances prácticos’. In Colegio de Jalisco (ed.) 

“Participación ciudadana para la gobernabilidad metropolitana” Guadalajara: Colegio de Jalisco.  
3
 As part of this collaboration UN-Habitat SCP and the GPP are working together to establish a better understanding 

of promising practices across the urban safety and peacebuilding communities. These trends will be presented in 

separate documents.  
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respect for human rights, which are at the heart of human development.
4
 While many mayors 

understood that additional investment in coercive capability does not necessarily increase citizen 

security in the city, they frequently do not have access to the best practice and professional 

networks that combine urban safety and peacebuilding expertise.  

 

City Labs respond to this challenge (a) by assisting locally-led policy innovation to prevent and 

reduce violence and crime and to help build lasting relationships between people and authorities, 

and (b) by facilitating the exchange of best practice and learning across urban safety and 

peacebuilding expertise supported by the networks of the GNSC and the GPP. 

 

This draft document has been prepared for consultations on the rational and strategy of City Labs 

in Geneva (27 March 2014) and Medellin (10 April 2014). The latter consultation will occur 

during the 7
th

 World Urban Forum (5-11 April 2014) and is part of the official programme as 

Networking Event 129.  

 

 

A. BACKGROUND  

A.1. The century of cities 

 

The 21
st
 century is proving to be the century of cities. Already by 2007 more than half of the 

world’s population was living in urban areas – a first in human history. By 2030, 6 out of every 

10 people will live in a city, and by 2050, this proportion will rise to 7 out of 10. Urban growth is 

first and foremost the growth of cities in the developing world, which now account for more than 

90% of global urban expansion. It is also growth concentrated in “marginal urban and 

surrounding periphery contexts, especially slums”. Cities today are economic magnets and the 

source of real opportunity for many. They are also sites of great poverty and grinding inequality 

in access to services, including all of the basics – housing, schooling, health care, food, transport, 

security, and justice.
5
  

 

In many poorer neighborhoods and slums, concentrated deprivation goes hand-in-hand with high 

levels of urban violence. Criminal gang activity and street violence are not at all new to cities, of 

course. Analysts of “fragile cities” see the potential for chronic and intense forms of violence to 

                                                           
4
 United Nations Development Programme. 2013. Citizen security with a human face: Evidence and proposals for 

Latin America. New York: UNDP. 
5
 World Health Organization, “Urban Population Growth” (Geneva: Global Health Observatory, n.d.); 

Humansecurity-cites.org, Human Security for an Urban Century: Local Challenges, Global Perspectives (Ottawa:  

Human Security Research and Outreach Programme of Foreign Affairs and International Trade Canada and the 

Canadian Consortium on Human Security, 2007), p. 9; Robert Muggah, “Researching the Urban Dilemma: 

Urbanization, Poverty and Violence” (Ottawa: IDRC, 2012), p.1. 
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spread to other city areas and intermediate towns where the state has lost the monopoly of force 

and there is a failure in local social contracts between governments and citizens.
 6

   

 

A.2. Focus on an urban approach to safety and the prevention of urban crime  

 

The Safer Cities Programme of UN-Habitat has been accumulating theoretical and practical 

knowledge on urban crime prevention issues for almost fifteen years. Focused on urban 

management and vulnerabilities regarding urban crime at a local level, Safer Cities has developed 

specific tools and strategies to address urban vulnerabilities vis-à-vis crime delinquency and anti-

social behaviours. As a key actor in the building of a culture of prevention and the co-production 

of safety in the city and a key reference center of knowledge and good practices on urban safety 

and social cohesion, the UN-Habitat Safer Cities Programme provides its partners and other 

interested and implicated organizations with knowledge, tools and technical support to contribute 

to the development of urban safety and social cohesion. 

 

At the onset, in 1996, the UN-Habitat Safer Cities Programme provided direct technical support 

to cities in terms of formulating a citywide strategy designed in both process and content and 

reinforced by city-to-city collaboration, best practice exchange and advocacy on critical crime 

prevention issues such as gender, at-risk youth and the role of local government. Since then the 

UN-Habitat’s safer cities work has evolved over three main phases focusing initially on urban 

crime prevention (1996-2005) moving towards an emphasis on multi-dimensional and cross-

sectoral approaches to urban safety (2006-2011) and on social integration in public spaces (2012-

2016). A critical part of the safer cities approach was that it is designed as a methodological 

process that is based on a rigorous safety diagnosis on the causation of crime that provides a 

source of reference for the development of the citywide strategy as well as network and coalition 

building (see Figure 1).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
6
 Richard Norton, “Feral Cities”, Naval War College Review 66:4 (2003), pp. 97-106, at 97. Important precursors to 

Norton include Robert Kaplan, “The Coming Anarchy”, The Atlantic Monthly, 273: 2, pp. 44-76, Jennifer Morrison 

Taw and Bruce Hoffman, “The Urbanization of Insurgency: The Potential Challenge to US. Army Operations” 

(Santa Monica, Rand Corporation, 1994), summary available at 

www.rand.org/pubs/monograph_reports/2005/MR398.SUM.pdf, and Ralph Peters, "Our Soldiers, Their Cities", 

Parameters 26: 1 (1996), pp. 43-50.  
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Figure 1: A process for making cities safer 

 
 

In the course of assisting hundreds of cities in their efforts, UN-Habitat has been able to draw 

together a continuous and growing base of important lessons for what is required for ensuring a 

sustainable urban future. Key among these lessons is: 

 

• Sustainability requires institutional change/reform – placing urban safety and its citywide 

coalition of actors in municipal structures is a critical aspect;  

• National framework and support is important – this can occur through legal and political 

mandates but also broader decentralization policies; 

• Multi-sectoral integrated approach requires coordination – depending on the context there 

may be already existing mechanisms for such coordination which should be built upon; 

• Capacity and knowledge need to be built and ‘stored’; 

• Building a culture of prevention is a long term process; 

• Civil society, if involved, can greatly assist in maintaining the momentum, and  

• Exchange of experiences is vital for innovation. 

 

A.3. The Global Network on Safer Cities 

 

Building on these lessons from 16 years of practice, the Global Network on Safer Cities (GNSC) 

was launched at the World Urban Forum in Naples in 2012 to put together and systematize 
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different experiences and perspectives existing around the world on urban crime, violence, 

conflict and insecurity in order to analyse the challenges that cities are facing, especially in 

regions of the south, and to develop more cost effective prevention and urban safety policies. In 

addition, as many cities experience financial difficulties to get in consultants and experts, the 

Network would be an ideal platform to learn from each other and exchange tools, training, 

knowledge, as well as to promote approaches which do not rely on outside assistance.  

 

The GNSC was also designed to help promoting new approaches and policy dialogue to tackle 

urban crime and fostering new debates between state actors, non-state actors and international 

development partners. Subsequently, in March 2013, mayors from across the globe met at the 

United Nations, New York, where the main outcome was their stated determination to make 

cities free from violence and crime. UN-Habitat has since intensified its efforts to help strengthen 

the safety of cities through the creation of the Global Network for Safer Cities. The GNSC is part 

of a dialogue with the United Nations and other international, national and local partners for 

developing and implementing a global agenda for a safer and sustainable future. The GNSC 

reaffirms mayors’ determination to make cities and their public spaces free from violence by 

focusing on the vulnerable and at-risk populations and improving urban planning, management 

and governance.
7
 

 

There are several reasons why mayors attach an importance to networking approaches to making 

cities safer:  

 

• To inspire and motivate cities to develop and implement the safer cities approach; 

• To help cities exchange information and experiences on addressing safety and social 

cohesion as part of their city growth strategies; 

• To create more favourable social, political, economic, and administrative conditions for 

the implementation of safer cities strategies at the national level;  

• To disseminate new techniques and support promising practices among the network cities 

and with the international community in collaboration with partners networks; and 

• To involve decision makers in a process of social learning that enable successful policy 

innovation and transfer. 

 

Networking approaches also become ever more important given the increasing congestion of 

domestic and international efforts in the fields of urban safety, or crime and conflict prevention 

and reduction initiatives. Extensive mapping of programmes and projects suggests that the field 

of prevention – whether in the context of crime, violence, conflict, insecurity, or peacebuilding – 

is crowded with national and international stakeholders (governmental, bilateral agencies, the UN 

system, NGOs) and with programmes that sometimes appear to contradict each other. This 

                                                           
7
 See World mayors commit to make cities crime and violence free, available at 

http://www.unhabitat.org/content.asp?cid=11963&catid=375&typeid=6&subMenuId=0.  

http://www.unhabitat.org/content.asp?cid=11963&catid=375&typeid=6&subMenuId=0
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crowding has led to an artificial polarization of efforts advocating different strands of 

‘prevention’ and to a fragmented and disjointed implementation of prevention programmes at the 

local level.  

 

Many policies or programmes have failed to coherently address the multidimensional 

phenomenon of crime, violence, conflict and insecurity with a holistic and integrated analysis and 

approach. With increasing levels of crime and violence in many cities, city administration are 

increasingly calling for better and more systematized planning, management and governance of 

safety, and for an expansion of the available tools they can use to prevent and reduce crime, 

violence, conflict and insecurity and to help build lasting relationships between people and 

authorities in urban settings. 

 

 

B. RATIONALE 

 

B.1. Towards a context-sensitive focus on urban settings 

 

In the 21
st
 century, crime, violence, conflict and insecurity are predominantly urban problems 

given prevailing trends of urbanization. The Latin American region is more than 70% urban, with 

large part of social exclusion located in these urban areas and with rates of violence and crime 

reaching epidemic levels according to the UNDP.
8
 Other regions such as Africa and Asia that 

have been considered as having highly rural driven economies now exhibit the fastest growing 

urbanization trends in the world (see also Section A.1.). 

It is known that rates of criminal behavior are clearly higher in cities than in rural areas, not 

because urban areas’ environments foster crime nor because of the size of urban populations, but 

rather because of the shortage of urban management that has characterized many cities. It is, in 

fact, the city’s deficiency of elements of integration and social cohesion – the “non-city” – that 

generates conditions favorable to criminal behavior as well as conflict. Comparing city sizes and 

crime rates at the world or regional level shows that population size does not constitute an 

explanation for criminal behavior.
9
 

An urban focus conceptualizes the problem of crime, violence, conflict and insecurity within the 

city’s social context (approaching the city as a social system) and therefore connects to the long 

tradition of context-sensitive engagements in the peacebuilding and development fields. The 

urban focus addresses the essence of the diverse citizens’ situation (lifestyles, behaviours, 

                                                           
8
 United Nations Development Programme. 2013. Citizen security with a human face: Evidence and proposals for 

Latin America. New York: UNDP. 
9
 Tokyo, the largest urban mass in the world (28 million inhabitants) is one of the most secure cities in the world, 

while Port Moresby (less than 300,000 inhabitants) is, according to UN studies, the most crime-ridden in the world. 

Bogotá, which has three times more inhabitants that Cali, has much less criminal activity. Some cities in the north of 

Chile have a per capita robbery rate higher than Santiago, which is 10 to 20 times the size.  
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circumstances) and connects it with the set of urban policies directed towards the citizens as the 

key actors. 

It is important to note that by looking at crime, violence, conflict and insecurity from a territorial 

and context-sensitive lens, it is possible to see that social challenges such as the introduction into 

the city’s social system of drug dealing, unemployment, as well as gender and intergenerational 

conflicts have had different effects upon cities, their neighborhoods, and the communities who 

live in cities.  

A focus on urban settings enables a better understanding of the social dynamics the cities and 

discovery, of the context which frames the activities of diverse youth groups. On the one hand, it 

is possible to untangle for example, how risk is perceived among youth from well-to-do areas - 

where risk is connected with licit and illicit drug consumption, the danger of car accidents, the 

influence of an environment of discrimination or possibly where corruption introduces values and 

attitudes alien to the concept of solidarity that an inclusive city project requires. On the other 

hand, risk is perceived among youth from areas of extreme poverty, in a context where ‘survival’ 

is a daily battle and family or school are of limited help to address the challenges of this battle.  

The urban focus also helps promote an understanding of the ‘meaning’ of neighborhoods for the 

inhabitants – and an understanding of the internal conflicts in the neighbourhood, whether they 

are about gender, intergenerational issues, social integration, joining the work force, access to 

consumption or services, status, values, real territorial control (drug dealing, local leadership, 

police, access to services) or symbolic issues (gangs, graffiti). “The neighborhood constitutes a 

black box whose exploration can illuminate new aspects associated with the process of social 

vulnerability”
10

. Only understanding the social relations and internal dynamics of a neighborhood 

explains why neighborhoods with the same level of socio-economic development generate, in one 

case, areas with predominantly illegal activity, while in others, there are collective and individual 

forces working towards social mobilization and integration. 

The urban perspective, also, facilitates the incorporation of diverse approaches that characterize 

programs directed at at-risk/vulnerable populations. In effect, public policies have been 

dominated, traditionally, by a focus on risk that has led to public health oriented policies where 

the risk is perceived as ‘a problem to be managed’; instead of calling into question the 

‘resourcefulness of the population to be developed’. In contrast, a context-sensitive urban 

approach has generated responses that focuses on the processes of social exclusion as a cause of 

crime and violence and as a major factor for understanding the social and economic context of  

vulnerable populations. Every one of these dimensions can only be captured in the urban context 

and its relation with the neighborhood where especially the youth socialize.  

 

                                                           
10

 E. Rodríguez, 2005, 28. 
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B.2. Connecting points to key issues in urban development 

Finally, an urban approach allows one to identify, foster and consolidate the local actors who 

should intervene in the joint development of specific processes to enhance safety, through cross-

regional training, that involves public and private services, civil society and communities. It also 

closely links the discourse on crime, violence, conflict and insecurity to key issues in urban 

development:  

 Linking decentralization processes and the role of local authorities to safety and 

security policies: Experiences have demonstrated that primarily local policies, developed 

through a participatory consensus building process, can effectively address the situation. 

The role of capable local authority leaders is crucial in this task. Furthermore, the 

decentralisation of safety and security requires the legislative and political support of 

central authorities. 

 

 Linking safety as a condition for poverty reduction: The demand for security is growing, 

particularly among the poor in African and Latin American cities. Insecurity is breaking 

the social fabric of communities and cities and depleting social capital – important 

components of survival strategies of the poor, as well as for any prospects of poverty 

reduction. Unless urban crime, conflict, violence and insecurity – and their manifestations 

of exploitation of the poor – are addressed as part of poverty reduction and governance 

improvements, programmes to improve the lives of urban dwellers will have limited 

impact.
11

 The reduction of crime and insecurity is therefore a precondition for the 

development of more just and equitable cities and communities, as it is for the increase of 

investments. In addition, at the heart of the confluence of urban safety and peace-building 

policies is attitudinal change that is crucial in the development and implementation of 

poverty reduction strategies in addressing the issue from a resourceful rather than 

problematic standpoint. 

 

 Linking safety as an issue of participatory urban governance: Preventive actions 

addressing safety issues  (e.g. drug addiction, violence against women and girls, and 

youth violence) or targeting specific vulnerable groups (e.g. street-children) are 

particularly good instruments in developing local policies that build on and strengthen 

communities. These preventive actions help for example African cities to produce new 

solidarity links and practices that substitute the loss of village community ties. 

Community participation in crime prevention and the development of innovative 

community initiatives are key elements that foster a sense of solidarity, community 

development and provide a sustainable response to insecurity. 

 

                                                           
11

 Dwyer,  Graham,  Violence and the Poor - A study is looking at the rising tide of violence in Asia’s cities—and 

what can be done to stop it, Asian Development Bank, 2005 
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 Linking the responses to crime, violence, conflict and insecurity as a contribution to 

city building through inclusion and good governance: Insecurity in urban areas has 

resulted in repressive and segregative measures, which appear justified by the intolerable 

levels of risk and violence present in some contexts. However, responses that focus on 

‘proximity’, problem solving and root causes and that favour participation and support to 

vulnerable groups have a great potential to contribute to improving the overall climate of 

safety and the quality of life in cities and therefore need to be articulated and 

disseminated. In the present international debate on insecurity, there is a need to reinforce 

the role of preventive responses as a key contribution to good governance and inclusion.  

 

 Linking the contribution of crime prevention to innovative physical planning and the 

management of public space: Urban or rural, our living environments contribute 

significantly to our safety. In the urban environment, the planning and design of public 

spaces may play a significant role in preventing crime, violence, conflict and insecurity. 

Acknowledging that crime, violence, conflict and insecurity in the public space is a major 

hindrance to proper functioning of urban agglomeration and jeopardizes the very nature of 

urban space, the prevention approach seeks to reclaim public space and offers tools to 

mediate in conflicts of uses and functions. The prevention approach also advocates for 

inclusive approaches to the management of public spaces, which are based on 

consultation between the local authorities, formal and informal sector users, and the 

communities themselves. The inclusion of these tools and approaches within streamlined 

physical planning has the potential to improve the social and security impact of urban 

development, as well as slum upgrading and land management. Similarly, it can reduce 

the impact that crime has on the delivery of urban development activities. The 

reclamation of derelict open spaces and the link with the development of meaningful 

social activities will be explored, taking into account the perspectives of different users 

(in particular across gender and generations) and communities. 

B.3. Grasping the confluence of urban safety and peacebuilding  

 

What entry point for peacebuilding? 

The rapidly evolving characteristics of violence are in a sense also a reflection of how the 

contexts of peacebuilding have changed in many settings. Cities are increasingly where the 

people are, and that increasingly makes them the primary site for the promotion of sustainable 

development. And sustainable development cannot be promoted successfully in situations of 

chronic violence any more than in the context of ongoing conflict. To quote The Report of the 

High-level Panel of Eminent Persons on the Post-2015 Development Agenda: 

 

We must acknowledge a principal lesson of the MDGs: that peace and access to justice 

are not only fundamental human aspirations but cornerstones of sustainable development. 

Without peace, children cannot go to school or access health clinics. Adults cannot go to 
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their workplaces, to markets or out to cultivate their fields. Conflict can unravel years, 

even decades, of social and economic progress in a brief span of time. When it does, 

progress against poverty becomes daunting. By 2015, more than 50 per cent of the total 

population in extreme poverty will reside in places affected by conflict and chronic 

violence. To end extreme poverty and empower families to pursue better lives requires 

peaceful and stable societies. 

 

This link between chronic violence and poverty underlines the critical need for practical 

innovation to respond to violence and fragility in urban settings. With respect to city-level efforts, 

there is clearly an interest and capability in the larger peacebuilding community to respond to the 

urban challenge.  

 

Peacebuilding contributions to addressing violence and fragility in urban settings 

Over the last 12 months, Geneva Peacebuilding Platform and UN-Habitat have led an active 

exchange on the confluence of urban safety and peacebuilding practice in urban settings. These 

efforts culminated in December 2013 in three targeted exploratory initiatives:  

 

 UN-Habitat SCP and GPP convened an informal meeting on ‘Linkages between urban 

safety and peacebuilding practice’ in Geneva (21 November 2013); 

 The GPP organized its Annual Meeting on the theme ‘Peacebuilding in the City: 

Responses to violence and fragility in urban settings on 22 November 2013. The 

outcomes of the Annual Meeting are summarized in the paper “Building Peace in Urban 

Settings: Lessons from the Ground and Recommendations for Collaboration” (Jennifer 

Milliken) 

 The GPP commissioned the policy brief “Peacebuilding and the City: Setting the Scene” 

(Oliver Jütersonke with Keith Krause) to better understand the existing state of the debate 

in this field.  

 

These exploratory efforts reconfirmed the following points underlying to the work on City Labs:  

 

 The importance and special relation between the community of practice on urban safety 

and peacebuilding. 

 The need for providing cities and local governments with new knowledge, learning 

opportunities, and spaces for innovation in crime and violence reduction and prevention.  

 The joint SCP/GPP collaboration delivers  added value by facilitating solutions through 

an integrated set of tools at the nexus of urban safety and peacebuilding.  

 The need for supporting local governments, community representatives and local 

stakeholders through an integrated set of tools across urban safety and peacebuilding 

practice. 
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 The need for local and context-specific action, especially for public spaces and at the 

community and neighborhood levels.  

 The urban focus has the critical advantage of providing an in-depth and close 

comprehension of citizen’ needs; of the conflicts that may arise in specific neighborhoods 

in relation to gender, intergenerational issues, and access to services; and the solutions 

that can be found through cross-sectorial and cross-institutional collaboration. 

 

The Annual Meeting also underlined that the peacebuilding community can provide a specific 

contribution to responses to violence and fragility in urban settings by focusing on: 

 

 Small-scale efforts (e.g., small grants schemes and contributions to the work of local 

NGOs) to operate in a context-appropriate fashion; 

 Funding support to grassroots political leadership in conflict situations, while privileging 

research and learning exchanges in non-conflict settings to protect the legitimacy of local 

leaders; 

 Collaborative research platforms such as urban violence observatories and city labs for 

peacebuilders and urban violence specialists to work together in fragile urban contexts 

with local authorities to create bottom-up, tailored solutions. 

 

This relatively modest agenda would draw on peacebuilders’ experience and expertise that can be 

connected to the existing work of some UN agencies, especially on urban safety and governance. 

The principal role of international actors to catalyse and facilitate work on the ground 

complements contemporary peacebuilding field analyses – pointing again to the importance of 

the conversations around the comparative advantage of different actors in building peace in 

different settings. 

 

 

 C. STRATEGIC APPROACH 

 C.1. The City Labs strategy 

 

The idea of City Labs 

City Labs will be spaces for locally-led policy innovation to prevent and reduce violence and 

crime and to help build lasting relationships between people and authorities in urban settings. 

They represent a new policy space for the application of an integrated approach combining best 

practice from urban safely and peacebuilding practitioners. City Labs will be pilot action sites 

within the framework of the Global Network of Safer Cities, championing knowledge exchange, 

learning, innovations and facilitating solution.  

 

The City Labs idea has been especially conceived to assist mayors or urban safety officials 

willing to try out new approaches (including mediation and dialogue) in their efforts to reduce 
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violence or address economic or social exclusion. Through the GNSC and the preparation of the 

World Urban Forum (WUF) in Medellin, 5-11 April 2014, various municipal actors voiced a 

strong demand for peacebuilding expertise and a wish to expand the space for experimentation to 

end violence and build peace at the city level. From a peacebuilding perspective, it is also known 

that it is possible to build peace in some of the most violent and difficult contexts but that many 

efforts that are perceived to be ‘successful’ have started as (risky) experiments; hence the need to 

enable and strengthen environments that favor experimentation and help mayors and local leaders 

to reduce violence and build better relationships between parties in conflict. 

 

City Labs help mayors and local leaders in their quest to connect local efforts to the best available 

expertise and experience in urban safety and peacebuilding practice that can then be adapted to 

the specific situation at hand.  

 

C.2. Strategic components of City Labs 

 

(1) Local leadership and ownership: In order to make any local action sustainable over time, 

the active leadership and ownership of national and municipal authorities as well as civil 

society is critical. Local leadership and ownership is created by ensuring local actors lead at 

every stage of a particular strategy – from the analysis and identification of the problems, to 

the planning and resource mobilization strategies, to the implementation of specific efforts. 

Local leadership and ownership also means that local actors are willing to resource their 

efforts predominantly through local or national means, hence reflecting the lessons that the 

sustainability of measures against violence reduction and prevention as well as social 

exclusions can only be assured through resource mobilization strategies that are locally 

rooted. 

 

(2) Local understanding of issues, actors and power arrangements: There is nothing 

apparently novel for peacebuilders in a call for context-sensitive conflict analysis. The 

meaning of whatis local shifts down in urban contexts to actors and groups and political 

processes within and across neighborhoods and city areas. In urban settings with chronic 

violence, the violence is nearly always wrapped up with struggles for position and the spoils 

to be gained from creating and recreating informal local contracts. To engage on the ground, 

you must know how the struggles are structured and work – you must understand the hybrid 

political orders that define local issues, actors and power arrangements. 

 

(3) Adaptation of best practice to the specific context: The City Labs idea is not a blueprint to 

be implemented everywhere, but an idea that must be locally adapted by mayors and other 

leaders at national and city levels wanting to make cities safer, and thereby help increase the 

quality of life for the people living in cities. While there has been much progress on 

articulating best practice in the urban safety, peacebuilding, and related fields, City Labs will 

be built on the assumption that such best practice must be translated into the local context 
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first before its broad application. Existing efforts by UN-Habitat SCP and GPP to gather  

practice trends in urban safety and peacebuilding can serve a starting point for such 

reflections.
12

  

 

(4) Testing new approaches to break cycles of violence: Many governments in Central and 

Latin America have first tried mano dura (or strong arm) strategies of repression. These 

strategies answered to the political need to be seen to do something, as well as to the anger of 

victims and their families. The problem is that, while they might temporarily check the 

violence, mano dura strategies have not been very successful in the longer term. This is why 

some governments are now moving to pacification strategies with muscular clearing 

operations, but also promises of community policing and the provision of basic services. 

Thus there is a much better understanding that integrated strategies are necessary – force 

alone will not work. 

 

(5) Building new relationships between the city, citizens, and the state: Urban violence 

reduction and prevention must be embedded in efforts to change the relationship of national 

governments with cities and city dwellers. On one level, this may mean decentralization and 

the transfer of resources and technical capabilities to local authorities so that they can tailor 

solutions and engage populations in those solutions. It is also a general conclusion reached 

by agencies such as UN-Habitat for how to make cities more secure. Local authorities are 

closer to the issues and the affected populations than their regional and national counterparts, 

and they may be committed and surprisingly capable if given the right kinds of support. 

 

C.3. Situating City Labs in multi-stakeholder engagement designs 

 

In the broader peacebuilding practice, there is growing convergence around understandings that 

proactive, multi-layered, multi-sectorial, and locally-rooted initiatives represent the most 

promising practice for lasting conflict prevention and risk mitigation; that actors across the board 

require more context-sensitive analysis of fragile environments; that capabilities for preventive 

action on the ground are required to turn insight into action; and that collaborative action is 

required to tackle the stress factors and conflict dynamics in highly violent or fragmented social 

contexts.
 13

 

City Labs will be an expression of this kind of promising practice that seeks to advance context-

sensitive, multi-stakeholder, collaborative action that helps build capacities and strengthen 
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relationships between people and authorities in urban settings. It also directly responds to the call 

for comprehensive intervention in highly violent situations.
14

 

Existing work of the Geneva Peacebuilding Platform suggests that an integrated approach is 

composed a series of element. Overall, City Labs will be local spaces for policy innovation that 

are connected both horizontally and vertically. This networked nature of City Labs underlies the  

 Horizontal connections between different settings – the connection between the 

experience of different City Labs in different parts of a country or in different countries; 

 

 Vertical connections for each focus setting across different levels – from local municipal, 

to national to regional to international – based on the realization that the sources for of 

violence and social exclusion are sometimes located outside the specific context in which 

a City Lab acts. 

What is more, City Labs can draw on a series of strategic elements that can assist to 

operationalize multi-stakeholder processes in specific settings.
15

 These elements include for 

instance:  

 ‘Facilities’ or ‘spaces’ with a capacity to convene a variety of local actors: Such 

capacity supports relationship building, honest off-the-record dialogue, information 

gathering, joint analysis, collaborative planning, and collective monitoring across actors 

and sectors. 

 Context-specific risk management as the convening ground across institutions and 

sectors: The ability to collect, integrate and analyze local information about risks in ways 

useful to and digestible by a variety of constituencies, as well as the ability to introduce 

relevant learning from elsewhere into the local context, operationalize multi-sectorial 

engagement on the ground. 

 Multi-layered spaces: Conflict risk factors that present locally are often reflections of 

broader tensions or stress factors in the system. Capacity to convene actors and share 

knowledge among various constellations of regional, national or international players 

present in specific contexts recognizes that these require multi-sectoral engagement at 

different levels. 

 Networking across contexts: A network connects local facilities to each other and to 

broader initiatives, improving the influence of local practice on research, promising 
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practice development and policy, and accelerating the uptake of promising practices on 

the ground.  

What results is an imperative for getting better at managing multi-stakeholder engagement in 

urban contexts to promote action on risk mitigation and conflict prevention from the bottom up, 

supported through international accompaniment. City Labs are the manifestation of these efforts 

at the city level can draw on existing work on these context-sensitive, multi-stakeholder 

engagement approaches.  

 

D. NEXT STEPS 

This joint effort by UN-Habitat-SCP and the GPP reflects the growing attention to urban safety 

and peacebuilding issues in urban settings. At the city level, there is an increased demand for 

technical assistance, especially in terms of monitoring and analysis capacities and in terms of the 

development of promising practices and learning exchanges. At the international level, there is an 

increased recognition of the role of local authorities and communities in urban safety and 

peacebuilding as reflected, for instance, in the renewed emphasis on international assistance in 

the fields of governance, conflict prevention, and civilian capacities. 

Based on the context-sensitive approach outlined in this document, this iterative and networked 

process towards locally-led City Labs strives to build solid and transparent partnerships across 

institutions and sectors. It is critical for City Labs to establish their legitimacy in specific contexts 

where different actors maintain efforts on urban safety and peacebuilding. In the long term, City 

Labs can contribute to generate lasting and measurable results in terms of crime and violence 

reduction and prevention, and stronger relationships between people and authorities.  

Building on these observations, UN-Habitat-SCP and the GPP are considering four specific next 

steps.  

D.1. Assist in the establishment of City Labs in 10 cities by the end of 2014  

By the end of 2014, UN-Habitat SCP and GPP, in collaboration with local leaders, aim to assist 

the establishment of City Labs in 10 cities, building on the interative and context-sensitive 

approach outlined in this document. UN-Habitat SCP and GPP specifically focus on their ability 

to act as incubators for action among their network partners, accompanying the actions of these 

partners with the strategic and substantive results of the process laid out above. UN-Habitat SCP 

could draw on many existing operations that are ongoing in the period 2014-2015. Pilot action 

sites could be chosen on the basis of previous partnership-building and knowledge of the contexts 

through previous long term engagements. The GPP will work through its network partners with a 

strong operational record in specific peacebuilding contexts. It will draw on the existing work of 

its network members on the documentation of promising practice in the peacebuilding and urban 

safety fields.  
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D.2. Develop an integrated approach to urban safety and peacebuilding 

The adoption of structured dialogue within the framework of the GNSC is an important tool for 

the development of an integrated approach to urban safety and peacebuilding. The opportunity 

exists to develop agreed references to work across sectors and to integrate approaches of different 

disciplines in view of facilitating locally appropriate strategies for a lasting exist of crime and 

violence. There is an increasing evidence that an exclusive focus on violence reduction and 

prevention can be unsustainable unless integrated in broader local peacebuilding strategies 

focusing, for instance on economic and social exclusion, or on restorative justice. The confluence 

of urban safety and peacebuilding practice is therefore important to help cities achieve a lasting 

exit from crime and violence. Strategically, this collaboration on City Labs is also consistent with 

the process leading towards the development of UN-wide Guidelines on Safer Cities as part of 

the preparations for Habitat III in 2016. 

D.3. Strengthen dialogue and partnership building 

Urban safety and peacebuilding are multi-dimensional approaches, and are perceived differently 

by different institutions and sectors. For instance, policies tackling safety from the perspective of 

prevention have gathered a diversity of actors and competencies as depicted in the ‘Safer Cities’ 

approach. Dialogue between law enforcement agencies and social development actors at local or 

national governance levels is important. Likewise, peacebuilding practitioners recognize the 

importance of multi-sectorial, multi-dimensional, and multi-layered approaches to strengthening 

relationship between people and authorities, especially in terms of strengthening state-society 

relations, or building long-term capacity to manage disputes non-violently.
16

 As global networks, 

the UN-Habitat-SCP and the GPP help promote dialogue and partnerships across institutions and 

sectors in specific settings. Following the context-sensitive approach outlined in this document, 

the nature of the dialogues and the composition of partnerships will be necessarily different 

depending on the context, but they can all draw on the most relevant expertise for locally-led 

initiatives.  

D.4. Systematize the exchange of promising practice across institutions and sectors  

The UN-Habitat-SCP and the GPP can also assist City Labs by acting as a clearing house for 

promising practice and know-how in the urban safety and peacebuilding fields. At present, tools 

to address crime, violence, conflict and insecurity at the local level have generally been 

developed for specific local settings. So far, however, reflections about the performance of these 

tools have rarely been connected to a more systematic effort to exchange practice trends. 

Knowledge and experiences are largely located at the municipal level, with cities developing 

innovations and tools in direct reference to local problems. Harnessing such knowledge and 

expertise to assess, document and disseminate experiences and lessons learned is key to the 
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advancement of an integrated approach to urban safety and peacebuilding, as well as to assisting 

local governments to innovate with locally relevant policies. By focusing on information 

exchange on practice trends, UN-Habitat-SCP and the GPP propose a systematic initiative to 

promote enhanced exchange and documentation of promising practice on in the fields of urban 

safety and peacebuilding that can be disseminated to City Labs.   

 

E. CONTACT POINTS 

For further information about the initiative “City Labs for Safer Cities: Towards an Integrated 

Approach to Urban Safety and Peacebuilding” please contact: 

Mr. Juma Assiago 

HSO/Lead - Global Network on Safer Cities (GNSC) 

Safer Cities Programme 

Local Government and Decentralisation Unit 

UN-Habitat 

Nairobi, Kenya 

 

E-mail: Juma.Assiago@unhabitat.org   

 

Dr. Achim Wennmann 

Executive Coordinator 

Geneva Peacebuilding Platform 

Geneva, Switzerland 

 

E-Mail: achim@gpplatform.ch  
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