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THE SAFER CITIES PROGRAMME  

1. Background  

In line with the post-2015 development agenda, safety is now considered a prerequisite to sustainable 
development. The application of the safer cities approach over the past two decades has shown that the 
principles and tools enshrined in preventing urban crime and violence promotes more equitable, socially 
integrated and inclusive cities and therefore a critical contribution towards the realisation of the new urban 
agenda. The Safer Cities Programme promotes an urban planning, management and governance model of 
enhancing safety in cities. It promotes the basic ingredients that proper urbanisation requires – in particular 
political legitimacy, the rule of law and trust between institutions and citizens.  

2. Lessons from its application in cities over the past two decades  

a. The role of local authorities is clearly an important and decisive factor to address crime and 
particularly crime prevention through proper urban management and governance. The advantage of 
safety mandate within a local authority’s framework is that they can coordinate and integrate a set 
of sectorial policies at local level (city and neigbourhood levels) avoiding overlap, contradictions and 
guiding various citizenship security interventions 

b. The key role of local authorities will not mean that central governments and criminal justice system 
have no role in addressing crime and crime prevention. On the contrary the Safer Cities Programme 
experiences show that safety and security issues must be addressed in a multilevel governance 
approach, where the local government only takes care of certain crimes which can be modified 
through good urban planning, good urban management and good urban governance. Hence the 
emphasis on the coordination of the local policies corresponds by the local authorities and 
integration of safety into national urban development policies. 

c. It is not the city size which explains crime neither crime variations (Tokyo the biggest urban 
agglomeration -30 millon- is one of the safest city in the world and Port Moresby (less than 300.000 
inhabitants) where Safer Cities implemented a project is one of the most criminalized according to 
UN surveys).  

d. The cities which have adopted the methodology of UN-Habitat Safer Cities Programme have been 
able to change the participatory quality of planning tools, management tools and overall the 
governance of their cities based on improved social cohesion and an empowerment of the local 
communities with the citizen as the key actor. 

3. How can Safer Cities be understood within the New Urban Agenda?  

When crime takes place, there are three critical elements involved: a victim, an offender and the 
environment in which the crime takes place. More often than not, it is in the public realm that this crime 
takes place – in the public space where the social controls are often under the jurisdiction of local 
authorities. 

The principles governing the layout, functionality and management of the urban environment influences 
users’ feelings/perceptions of safety, particularly in public spaces and in transit routes. On the other hand, 
the need for safety and security by urban populations has influenced how they have shaped their urban 
design and layout – in one extreme, with the ‘architecture of fear; resulting with adaptations such as gated 
neighbourhoods; on the other extreme, with socially vibrant neighbourhoods with ‘eyes on the street’ (akin 
to Jane Jacobs’s concept of the city towards better connected, integrated and compact cities that can surely 
also be the safest cities).  

Safer Cities is concerned with integrating security and urban development and can be seen as a flagship for 
the agency in promoting social urbanism. It connects planning, legislation, economic growth and basic 
services to promoting safety as a public good and the ‘city’ as a social system. In this perspective, the 
provision of adequate streets and public spaces for social interaction and exchange as well as economic 
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vitality and democratic expression are key anchors to achieving safe cities. It is about process and 
engagement of local stakeholders and citizens of all ages, and about political leadership of the urbanisation 
process and how citizens come to identify, own and participate in the co-production of safety for all. It does 
not seek to add another mandate of policing to the already overstretched ambit of local government, but 
rather, seeks to enhance the delivery of its normal mandates of planning, management and governance in a 
smarter way.  

The Safer Cities Programme has built a strong network of partners and cities using its tools and approach, 
ranging from built environment design, social integration and cohesion, to city regulations promoting social 
inclusion. The programme has evolved in approach informed by a continuous learning process from the 
work on the ground with municipalities, and continues to evolve to incorporate new issues.  

As it integrates with more issues, the focus of mainstreaming ‘safer cities’ within the 3-legged approach on 
planning, legislation, and economy will be pilot tested in the Safer Cities Programme pilot country projects 
on a needs basis with the core branches spearheading each of three approaches. It will also mutually 
reinforce the agency’s gender and youth perspectives, and to leverage on the gains it has made and enable it 
to maintain its holistic programmatic delivery rather than piecemeal activity work streams.  

To this extent, “Safer Cities” is positioned in NUA as: 

 An overarching outcome for UN-Habitat work (reflected as such in the UN-Habitat work programme) 
promoting the defense of public space through inclusive legislation and its enforcement 
(institutional prevention), inclusive planning and design (situational prevention) and most important, 
promoting the co-production of security including the most vulnerable groups as key actors in city 
build (social prevention) 

 A multi-sectorial programming approach to make cities and human settlements safer at a citywide 
scale, with a community based focus, under a local government led coordination and a coalition 
building oriented process which is grounded on an evidence-base. 

 An inter-agency joint programming approach on safer cities, not only enhancing coordination 
internally, but also with other agencies such as UNODC, UNODA, UN-Women, UNDP, WHO, UNFPA 
and UNICEF.  

4. Operational Strength – Project Pilot Work with the Regional Offices 

The proposed areas of co-operation include the following: 

 Development of a regional plan of action on urban safety; 

 Jointly support the mobilization of cities and towns in the region to participate in the GNSC and 
establish a Regional Forum and network on Safer Cities; 

 Demonstration pilots drawing from commonly agreed set of UN Guidelines on Safer 
Cities(introducing at least 10 new countries in each region); 

 Jointly support the collection of good practices from the region and contribute to the 100 city 
solutions and establish a continuous collation of practices towards Habitat III/Safer Cities+20 in 
2016;  

 Jointly contribute to and support the development and dissemination of the regional guide/toolkit 
on urban safety that is collectively owned by a regional partners consultative group.  

4. Proposed Inter-Branch Focus Areas on Safer Cities 

It is proposed that the Safer Cities Programme is implemented in a cross-cutting manner under the 
supervision of the Programme Division. In support of the 3-legged approach, Safer Cities will ‘speak from a 
different position’ and be supported in its efforts to do so by the part of the organization that has thematic 
integration at the centre of its perspective in the UN Habitat.  
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4.1. BUILDING URBAN SAFETY THROUGH URBAN PLANNING AND DESIGN  

 
A) Through Slum Upgrading and Territorial Cohesion 

Linked to the slum upgrading component of the NUA would be a focus of the application of prevention 
actions in the following contexts:  

• Where there is the generation of new housing programs in areas of expansion, creating 
alternatives for the relocation of population living in areas of high vulnerability and,  
• Where there are the integrated slum-upgrading programs which seek to improve the habitat 
conditions of populations located in areas with high risk.  

 

Building safety through an integrated slum upgrading intervention will include measures addressing the 
following components: 

 a physical component, based on new public spaces and facilities; 

 a social component, based on the participation of both men and women of the community in the 
different stages of the projects, and the appropriation of these by the community; with citizens as 
the key actors; 

 an institutional component that coordinates the implementation of existing social programmes of 
the local government and creates an arena for collaboration among other agencies and non-state 
actors. 
 

B) Through Public Space 

 “Safer Cities’ can elaborate criteria of city planning, urban design and management likely to promote safety 
and security – not only focusing on urban layout but also urban social organisation through aspects such as 
‘regulation’, access, and appropriation of public space that impact on ‘identity’, integration and ‘ownership’ 
and which lie at the heart of a safe and just approach to public space for all.  

Linked to the urban planning component of the NUA would be a focus of the application of prevention 
actions on the generation of public spaces, which will be key for the integrated urban programming on safer 
cities promoting:  

 Opportunities for people´s encounters and peaceful coexistence of citizens 

 The reaffirmation of the meaning of public 

 The generation of political subjects that promotes the transformation of their city.  
 
Therefore, the conceptual opportunities associated with promoting the classical “Safer Cities” approach 
within the public space lens include: 

- That it works towards demystifying the security concerns that underpin the preference for gated and 
segregated communities driven by the ‘architecture of fear’  

- That it works towards sustaining the changes promoted by the NUA by providing cities and local 
governments with the tools and capacity to promote citizens as key actors in managing and maintaining 
inclusive public space and therefore asserting social controls and advocating for the principle of social 
integration of diverse communities.  

- That it contributes to specific planning and urban development processes by providing specialised expertise 
on conflict and crime prevention and management at different stages of project implementation, particularly 
in densification and public space projects, as part of area based approaches (e.g. the on-going practice of 
Safer Cities in Durban) 
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4.2. BUILDING URBAN SAFETY THROUGH URBAN MOBILITY. 

 
Building urban safety through enhanced urban mobility using the safety audit tool to help planners map and 
understand safety needs through acquiring and processing crime data, utilizing open source mapping 
platforms, and generating powerful data visualisations empowering communities and helping planners to 
improve streets as places and destinations  
 
As well, linked to the basic services component of the NUA would be a focus of the application of prevention 
actions on the provision and improvement of transit oriented urban facilities and infrastructure that 
support safe mobility for women and girls which includes:  

 Building of high quality public transport facilities and infrastructure that enhance the experience of 
safety for women and girls and that enhance social integration  

 Build urban paths in low-income neighborhoods, sidewalks in the city, creating the possibility for moving 
from one place to another through adequate and pleasant streets as places and destinations were 
pedestrians are privileged and new ways of coexistence are promoted. 

 

4.3. BUILDING URBAN SAFETY THROUGH URBAN LEGISLATION AND THE GOVERNANCE 
OF SAFETY 

Good governance and safe cities are reciprocal: where inhabitants are free from fear, and where safety is 
improved for citizens and neighbourhoods, interaction among people, among groups and with the public 
institutions becomes possible. This in turn creates an enabling environment for the inhabitants in the city, 
for the quality of their life and for economic development. In addition, addressing urban crime and violence 
is an exercise in good governance if it involves the development of solidarity practices, city consultation 
processes and institutional reform, which enhance citizenship and inclusion.  

The Safe Community of Opportunity model promoted by the existing safer cities approach is a key 
governance of safety tool and has been successfully piloted in South Africa. In this process, citizen 
participation is a key element in promoting transparency and accountability, and especially women and 
youth, must be empowered to participate effectively in decision-making processes.  The civic capital of the 
poor must be recognized and supported. 

It builds coordinated mechanisms for the local governance of urban safety by promoting and legislating: 

a) Local coalition of stakeholders to participate in the coproduction of safety for all. 
b) The right of all citizens, both men and women,  to access the benefits of city life 
c) Multi-level governance approach that promotes safety as a key mechanism for integrated service 

delivery  
 

4.4. BUILDING URBAN SAFETY THROUGH LOCAL ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT AND 
IMPROVED LIVELIHOODS 

 
Generating productive livelihoods through the arts in multi-disciplinary actions to prevent violence among 
youth at risk provides transversal benefits of investments in arts—in human development, economic 
opportunities, active citizenship, and crime prevention. Therefore harnessing inclusive urban legislation that 
promotes youth at risk as agents of change in local economic development, promoting neighbourhoods as 
cultural production sites and diverting youth gangs into broader social justice movements is key (e.g. as 
practiced by the municipality of Rio de Janeiro). 
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4.5. SUPPORT POLICIES  

A) Monitoring and Research 

Linkages with the City Prosperity Index will be pursued, while at the same time focusing on the 
systematisation of municipal plans for safety providing guidance on how data generated from victimization 
surveys, gender disaggregated data surveys, local safety audits and other participatory crime diagnosis can 
better inform crime prevention and community safety policies and programmes at the local city level.  

Geospatial technologies—ranging from GPS hardware to GIS software— will also be integrated as analytical 
tools to overlay various types of data—such as information about socio-economic conditions or 
infrastructure—on maps showing the incidence of crime, thereby shedding light on the dynamics at work. 
The focus will be on scaling up the success rate of urban safety and crime prevention initiatives in three 
application areas: crime and security analysis; community profiles; and building social datasets to provide 
spatial analysis.  

B) Advocacy, Outreach and Communications 

Within the framework of the World Urban Campaign and the National Urban Forums, municipal plans for 
safety will be promoted as a framework to articulate a shared vision for safer cities, generating, 
disseminating and promoting success stories particularly in troubled neighbourhoods.  

5. Principles of Safer Cities within NUA 

The current Safer Cities approach which is rooted in prevention measures brings to the fore the following 
competencies: 

- Ensures coherent interventions  
- Tackles root causes of crime and insecurity  
- Empowers local communities  
- Makes local governments more responsive to the needs of citizens  
- Links actions at the national and local level  
- Builds social capital and trust between different social groups  

Likewise, the focus on NUA will provide a framework for enhancing integrated, connected and mixed use city 
visualized in safe and inclusive public spaces. 

 


