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A call for safer cities and urban spaces is nowadays clearly voiced. Such a demand concerns 

directly all those who are responsible for urban development projects. Promoting a new 

urbanization model that contains mechanisms and procedures that respect, protect and promote 

human rights, gender equality a culture of lawfulness and build resilience to crime and violence 

is a key requirement for the achievement of sustainable urban development. The New Urban 

Agenda, both in its transformative commitments and implementation agenda provides the 

framework towards the development of UN systemwide Guidelines on Safer Cities. 

The motive of the UN system-wide Guidelines on Safer Cities is to harness the power of urban 

planning, legislation and financing of local government to strengthen evidence-based policy and 

practice in preventing and reducing urban crime, violence and insecurity to realise the 

transformative commitment of safer cities.  

 
If urban development is to be sustainable, crime, violence and insecurity need to be addressed 

as a cross-cutting issue and in a long term perspective, linking safety concerns with the 

sustainable urban development agenda 

 

1. Background 

 

1.1 An Implementation Agenda on Safer Cities in context of the New Urban Agenda 

 

There is an increased global recognition, as recognized by the Sustainable Development Agenda, that 

inclusive, safe and resilient cities and societies are a cornerstone for, and primary outcome of, sustainable 

development. The majority of the world’s poorest people live in cities affected by high crime and violence 

and largely in the context of tenure insecurity, weak social support networks and areas prone to manmade 

and natural disasters – over 1.5 billion people (IDRC, 2012).The Global Report on Human Settlements, 

which focused on ‘Enhanced Urban Safety and Security’, provided a first global overview of the state of 

urban safety and identified the need for a multi-dimensional approach to urban safety. Since then, several 

global flagship reports focusing on the urban dimension of crime and violence have been developed. 

Since 2011, Member States have called for the preparations of UN Guidelines on Safer Cities to consider 
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the prevention of crime, the building of urban safety and the fostering of social cohesion as priorities to be 

incorporated into sustainable urban planning, management and governance policies considering the 

existing 1995 Guidelines for Cooperation and Technical Assistance in the field of Urban Crime Prevention 

and the 2002 Guidelines for the Prevention of Crime. 

 

Where cities are well-planned, they are engines of economic growth and prosperity and offer access to 

services and contain numerous institutional frameworks that generate social capital and new urban 

identities that can enhance social integration and cohesion and help prevent urban crime and violence. 

However, for many cities in the developing world, poorly planned urbanization has contributed to rising 

income inequalities in cities. These inequalities are expressed through growing social discontent, mistrust 

in democratic institutions and rules, social unrest, conflict, crime and violence. In the city build, these 

inequalities are evident, materialized by urban segregation patterns that enlarge physical and symbolical 

distances between citizens which in some cases have led to progressive privatization of security, gated 

communities and ghettos. The horizontal and centrifugal expansion model of growth of our cities is a clear 

expression of social and economic exclusion patterns that need to be reverted by strong political policies 

to reorder social development around social cohesion, safety and sustainability. 

 

There is an urgent need to establish international standards in the field of urban safety and security to 

guide municipal and national actions aimed at implementing  the new urban agenda. In recent years, as 

issues of urban crime, violence and insecurity have migrated to the forefront of the global development 

agenda, a plethora of actors have crowded into a space previously populated by a handful of civil society 

organizations, international agencies, and urban stakeholders. The demand from local authorities in low- 

and middle-income countries for support in tackling urban crime, violence and insecurity, and the 

concomitant increased interest among bilateral and multilateral aid agencies to respond at scale, has 

expanded the pool of financing available to a growing global community of practice. Yet there is no 

consensus within this community around minimum standards for effectiveness or measurement of impact, 

which policies and programmes are most effective, or even what constitutes “urban safety and security” 

and interventions to strengthen and sustain it.  

 

In response to this urban predicament, the Draft Zero of the New Urban Agenda envisages cities and 

human settlement that put people in the center, and offer quality of life beyond the mere provision of 

infrastructure and services. It also calls for a model of cities that is inclusive and free from any form of 

discrimination, where all inhabitants, whether permanent or transitional, are granted equal rights and 

opportunities, according to the United Nations Charter principles and the relevant provisions of 

international law. Notwithstanding, it emphasizes the prioritization of quality and accessible public space 

and cultural diversity, enhancing social interactions and political participation, promoting socio-cultural 

expressions, embracing diversity, and fostering safety and social cohesion, while meeting the needs of all 

inhabitants. Overall, the Draft Zero of the New Urban Agenda affirms a city for all – that “leaves no one 

behind”, ensures urban equity and eradication of poverty by providing equitable access for all, to physical 
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and social infrastructure, recognizing and leveraging culture, diversity and safety, while enabling 

participation and enhancing livability and quality of life. 

 

Towards this end, UN-HABITAT Safer Cities Programme is facilitating the development of UN System-wide 

Guidelines on Safer Cities. The Guidelines are aimed to support the implementation of the New Urban 

Agenda and the Sustainable Development Goals and contribute to sustainable urban development 

through improvements in urban safety and security so that everyone can live, work, and participate in 

urban life without fear of violence and intimidation.  This in principle will require that comprehensive 

multi-sectoral measures for urban safety and crime prevention are integrated into all relevant social and 

economic policies and programs, including those addressing urban planning, housing, education, health , 

employment and transportation.  

 

Building on the UN system’s experience developing international guidelines and standards in a wide 

variety of technical areas, UN-HABITAT has engaged a multitude of stakeholders from the global urban 

safety and security community of practice in a broad-based process of consultation and collaboration, 

utilizing innovative methods and involving renowned technical experts in this field. The Habitat III 

consultation process has seen a wide reference to safety as an important cross cutting issue that is framed 

around the Issue Paper on Safer Cities developed in May 2015 and which informed the Policy Unit 

dialogues and the World Urban Campaign ‘City We Need’ consultation process. The recommendations 

produced by this consultative process will inform the revisions of the draft UN Guidelines on Safer Cities to 

ensure policy and programming on urban crime, violence and security meets a minimum standard of 

quality, and provides comprehensive best practice guidance to policymakers and practitioners in line with 

the New Urban Agenda. The development process will feed in to the Special Session on Safer Cities at the 

Habitat III conference in 2016. 

 

1.2. From City Experiences to Universal Principles 

Over the past 20 years, UN-Habitat has been promoting and supporting local and national authorities in 

engaging in a systematic approach to address the root causes of urban crime and insecurity through 

focused crime prevention and community safety strategies responding to the needs of all citizens, 

including women, the poor, children and the elderly.  Several other UN agencies have over the years also 

joined in promoting urban crime and violence prevention approaches from their respective agency 

mandates. This has led to a plethora of institutionalised municipal government prevention and safety 

policies and practices with diverse orientations but anchored in the prevention principles. 

The international community’s emerging preoccupation with urban crime, violence and insecurity has not 

been matched with commensurate investment in defining universal principles based on the core functions 

of local government and with the objective of leveraging on urbanisation as a key driver of change to 

situations of crime, violence and insecurity. The lack of reliable disaggregated crime data hinders the 

ability of local governments to set concrete targets for improved performance, and likewise the means by 

which civil society and other urban stakeholders can hold them to account for progress or reversals. 
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Moreover, although assessing the impact of policies and programmes is particularly important for crime 

prevention programmes, not all Member States will have the necessary capacity to do so.. The emergence 

of a normative framework for an integrated urban safety and prevention of urban crime, violence and 

insecurity depends on generating an authoritative and evidence based set of universal guidelines building 

on what has worked or not worked to inform the future strategic interventions of local government in 

collaboration with national government. 

The time has come to develop a set of internationally accepted standards providing comprehensive 

guidance on urban safety and security to policymakers and practitioners based on New Urban Agenda and 

a range of actors that have implemented policies and programmes to reduce urban crime, violence and 

insecurity, as well as on an impressive corpus of knowledge has been constructed on the scope of the 

issue and the burden it places on people, especially in low- and middle-income countries. The field of 

urban safety and security has reached a level of maturity that makes it possible to develop global 

guidelines, but also reached a critical mass of duty-bearer and donor interest that obliges adoption of 

minimum standards and effective aid coordination in supporting safer cities in the frame of the new urban 

agenda. 

 

Voluntary international standards will help to improve the quality and consistency of efforts to design, 

plan, implement, and monitor and evaluate policies and programmes by all stakeholders; disseminate 

knowledge and proven practice globally; assist in the identification of capacity-building needs and 

evaluation of aid effectiveness; create a set of benchmarks against which to measure progress; and provide 

a basis for the development of local and national legislation and policy frameworks. 

 

In this context, based on strong evidence, inspiring practices and lessons learnt from various regions and 

contexts, member states at the 23rd and 24
th

 sessions of UN-Habitat Governing Council in 2013 and 2015 

passed resolutions calling on the secretariat to advance on the development of UN Guidelines on Safer 

Cities. UN-Habitat established a Technical Advisory Group of Experts to support and guide the Guidelines 

drafting process.  

 

The Guidelines development process had the following milestones: 

 September 2012: Sixth Session of the World Urban Forum –Launch of the Global Network on Safer 

Cities (GNSC) to promote the integrity of the safer cities approach based on municipal practices. 

 March 2013: First Steering Committee of Mayors and Partners of the GNSC launches a call to 

action including the need for universal guidelines on safer cities. 

 April 2013: Resolution 23/19 of UN-Habitat’s Governing Council mandating the development of 

the UN Guidelines on Safer Cities 

 Oct. 2013: First Technical Expert Group established under Universidad Alberto Hurtado to conduct 

fact find and documentary missions to 5 key municipal safer cities practices to inform the 

development of the first draft of the UN Guidelines on Safer Cities 

 April 2014: First draft of UN Guidelines on Safer Cities developed  
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 September 2014: Partners Consultative Group process on the Guidelines initiated at the World 

Urban Forum held in Medellin, Colombia  

 April 2015:  Resolution 24/7 of the UN-Habitat Governing Council calls for action on the creation 

of safer cities, including an operational framework for the guidelines. 

 May 2015:  Habitat III process includes an Issue Paper on Safer Cities building on the draft 

guidelines and engaging several UN agencies 

 July 2015: Habitat III Issue Paper on Safer Cities informs the start of policy unit dialogues towards 

the drafting of the New Urban Agenda  

 September 2015: Second Steering Committee of the GNSC held in Bogota, Colombia adopts the 

first draft of the UN Guidelines on Safer Cities in line with the Habitat III Issue Paper  

 October 2015 - February 2016: Online Partners Consultative Process is conducted in the UN 

Guidelines led by Women in Cities International  

 January – March 2016: World Urban Campaign Urban Thinkers Campuses held on the Cities We 

Need – with safer cities as a topical agenda feeding in to the City We Need manifesto 

 May 2016: Draft Zero of the New Urban Agenda is released including the framing elements on 

safer cities  

 July 2016: Cross-Cutting Expert Group Meeting to take place at the 2
nd

 International Review 

Conference on the State of Safety in World Cities to review the draft guidelines in line with the 

draft zero agenda of the New Urban Agenda and to inform the Special Session Agenda at the 

Habitat III in Quito  

1.3. Safer Cities Guidelines snapshot 

 

To provide necessary guidance to policymakers and practitioners, it is suggested that the Safer Cities 

Guidelines promote an integrated municipal crime prevention and urban safety approach with well-crafted 

indicators and affirm the necessary link between crime prevention and social and economic policies, 

human rights and the rule of law in-line with ECOSOC Res 2002/13. Social and Economic development to 

aim at promoting inclusion and address inequality.  .  

 

Principles of a local governance of urban safety will be a key foundation of our work as they propose a 

citywide, crosscutting, multilevel, integrated urban safety strategy with a local leadership and a technical 

team of safety, a multi-stakeholder framework and a local democracy model of citizen safety. 

 

Based on the above principles, the Guidelines provide broad action-oriented operative 

approaches/responses on urban crime, violence and insecurity based on the past two decades of 

municipal safety and crime prevention practice worldwide with principal wide-variety of stakeholder 

groups, including national governments, local authorities, civil society (including private sector, women 

and youth) and practitioners.  It is further suggested that the guidelines include a set of key steps to 

take to make urban safety and crime prevention policies and programmes evidence-based and more 

effective, including:Participatory diagnosis, defining priorities and developing +action plans, ensuring 
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cross-sector cooperation and coordination,  detailed monitoring and evaluation of programmes, 

allocation of sufficient human and financial resources. .   

2. Objectives of the Cross-cutting Experts Group Meeting 

 

The objectives of the meeting are to: 

 Provide inputs on safer cities from cross-cutting perspectives into the preparatory process of 

Habitat III in collaboration with the UN Task Team  

 Strengthening the Delivering as One Approach by encouraging dialogue and seeking 

collaboration between UN partners working on urban safety and crime in the context of the 2030 

Agenda (SDGs 11, 16)  

 Strengthening the UN’s commitment to SDG11 and related goals in making cities and human 

settlements safe and inclusive in line with the SDG 11. 

 

Specifically, the EGM will: 

1. Identify critical safety related issues, challenges and priority  action areas for advancing the global 

safety agenda within the context of sustainable urbanization  

2. Develop action oriented recommendations for strengthening the safety dimension in the new 

urban agenda 

3. Reflect on the need to identify an integrated approach to urban safety for all. This approach must 

be evidence based, locally relevant, designed to be functionally effective and responsive to the 

needs of people, both individually and collectively. The New Urban Agenda needs to deliver safe 

and inclusive cities that capture the benefits of urban life to create and improve livelihoods. The 

prevalent models for spatial planning and development control legal frameworks in developing 

countries do not deliver these outcomes and, in many cases, have led to segregated and unequal 

shapes of cities. 

3. Expected Outcomes of the Cross-cutting Experts Group Meeting 

1. Provide a set of key messages and technical recommendations on urban safety and security 

within the context of the implementation of the New Urban Agenda to be presented during the 

Habitat III Safer Cities Special Event in Quito, Ecuador 

2. Provide the foundation for the Safer City Guidelines, including a set of best practices 

 


