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With more than 50 per cent of the world’s population now living in urban areas, 
and amid projections that this figure will rise to 66 per cent by 2050, cities are 
increasingly becoming the focal points for peacebuilding and statebuilding activ-
ities, and the primary site for the promotion of sustainable development. Demo-
graphic pressures and urbanization trends suggest an additional 2.5 billion 
people will reside in cities by 2050, with 90 per cent of this increase concen-
trated in Asia and Africa. Moreover, the most rapidly urbanizing spaces will not 
be megacities like Rio de Janeiro, Lagos, or Beijing, which tend to enjoy most of 
the attention, but medium-sized cities with less than one million inhabitants 
(UNDESA 2014: 1). For Africa alone, the urban population will increase by a 
staggering half a billion people by 2035 – the combined populations of Nigeria, 
Ethiopia, Egypt, and Tanzania (Bello-Schünemann et al. 2017: 26).
	 It does not take a wizard to project that these demographic trends will have 
profound implications on political, economic, and social orders for generations 
to come. On the one hand urban areas are socioeconomic magnets, sites of 
innovation and propinquity, and a source of perceived opportunity for many. On 
the other they are spaces marked by poverty, inequality, and marginalization – 
functionally understood in terms of a lack of access to services, including basics 
such as housing, education, healthcare, food, transport, security, and justice. 
What is more, as urbanization runs its course, many vulnerable groups may find 
themselves ‘squeezed between declining villages and unwelcoming urban 
centres’ (SDC and IDS 2017: 1).
	 The merits of close proximity and collective action are easy to overlook in 
such urban areas, and this volume aims to reflect on the conceptual and practical 
advances in the areas of urban safety and peacebuilding to help address what is 
viewed as being the rapidly increasing risk of conflict and insecurity in cities – 
with the caveat that empirically observed levels of violence and individual (and 
group) perceptions of insecurity often do not go hand in hand. But high rates of 
chronic violence are, beyond doubt, a stark reality in many cities globally. What 
is more, the factors driving violence and insecurity in urban areas, and insights 
into what can be done to reduce and mitigate such tendencies, are tackled by a 
plethora of academic fields and communities of practices that, arguably, do not 
engage with one another in a systemic manner. This, at least, is the starting claim 
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for this volume; inviting the reader to engage in a conversation on how to sustain 
peace in the city and who should be part of that conversation is the aim of the 
nine chapters that follow.

Origins of the technical working group
With cities seen as future flashpoints, finding better responses to a changing 
landscape of conflict and violence is becoming an increasing priority in inter-
national security, development, and peacebuilding circles. Cockayne et al. 
(2017: 2), for instance, underline that ‘the future of violent conflict is urban – 
because the future of humanity is urban. If we want to prevent future violent 
conflict, we must prevent violent urban conflict.’ Yet peacebuilders, whose 
work tends to be associated with larger-scale armed conflicts that entail exter-
nal ‘intervention’ of one sort or another, have only recently begun to reflect on 
how changing global dynamics of violent conflict also require rethinking one’s 
conceptual categories (Krause 2014; WHO 2014; OAS 2015). While wars in 
Syria, Iraq, or Yemen make the headlines, the great majority of the world’s 
violent deaths occur in ‘non-conflict’ settings, with Latin America, the 
Caribbean, and parts of sub-Saharan Africa being among the worst-affected 
regions (Geneva Declaration Secretariat 2015: 52). Much of this violence 
occurs in spatially confined areas of cities, and many urban security policies 
have emphasized repressive approaches where state authorities seek to crush 
crime through ‘law-and-order’ initiatives or under the banner of a ‘war on 
drugs’. These approaches, however, have largely proven to be ineffective in 
terms of violence and crime reduction. In fact, heavy-handed policies and 
securitized responses to crime and violence have tremendous human cost and 
tend to exacerbate levels of violence, rather than alleviate them. While securi-
tized approaches remain popular among many politicians, other local peace-
building approaches that seek to work with affected populations in specific 
communities to achieve lasting solutions are now beginning to find increasing 
traction (Jütersonke et al. 2009; Eavis 2011).
	 At the same, the reduction and prevention of (criminal) violence have also 
been on the agenda of urban planners and urban designers – and perhaps to a 
lesser extent that of architects. But in many cities affected by high rates of viol-
ence, security policies are rarely aligned with innovative solutions to reshape 
public and semi-public spaces in a way that complements violence reduction 
strategies. On the contrary, in cities characterized by an increasing disconnect 
between rich and poor, infrastructure and housing projects tend to fragment 
public space further rather than reinforce it. The resulting ‘architecture of fear’ 
(Agbola 1997), driven by property developers and egged on by private security 
providers, is in stark contrast to the vision of ‘safe and inclusive’ cities propag-
ated by UN-Habitat’s Safer Cities Programme and other like-minded inter-
national agencies. These stakeholders have sought to counter mano dura policies 
by developing specific ‘people first’ tools and strategies to address urban vulner-
abilities, crime, delinquency, and antisocial behaviours (UN-Habitat and GPP 
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2014) in efforts to pursue multidimensional and cross-sectoral approaches to 
citizen security and social integration (e.g. UNDP 2013; UNODC 2016).
	 Against this backdrop, the Geneva Peacebuilding Platform, in collaboration 
with UN-Habitat and with the support of the director-general’s office of the 
United Nations Office at Geneva, established the Technical Working Group 
(TWG) on the Confluence of Urban Safety and Peacebuilding Practice in January 
2015. The TWG brought together over 100 urban safety focal points and practi-
tioners from peacebuilding, peace mediation, and conflict prevention circles in 
an attempt to kick-start a conversation across the perceived disconnect between 
localized peacebuilding efforts on the one hand and urban planning and design 
strategies on the other. Through a series of regional meetings and an online 
resource depository, the TWG fed into the lead-up discussions for HABITAT III 
and the New Urban Agenda (UN-Habitat 2016). That agenda explicitly sought to 
‘give the city back to its residents’ – and thus to work against the increasing 
marginalization and exclusion of large parts of the urban population that is prop-
agated by spatial strategies catering to the well-being of the privileged few. 
Meaningful public space, in turn, erodes further as ‘containment’ tactics to 
combat the perceived sources of ‘insecurity’ widen the gap – both spatial and 
social – between the upper echelons of society and ordinary citizens.

Sustaining peace in the city
This volume features a number of academic and practitioner contributions that 
have fed into the TWG process over the past three years. The book is not a 
summary of the TWG, nor is it the final word on the subject; rather, the contri-
butions have been chosen for their diversity across urban safety and peacebuild-
ing perspectives. It aims to expand this conceptual and practical interface under 
the banner of sustaining peace in the city. The notion of ‘sustaining peace’ stems 
from the recent review of the United Nations (UN) peacebuilding architecture – 
as documented in UN Security Council Resolution 2282 (UNSC 2016) – and 
repositions peacebuilding as an activity across all stages of conflict, as a priority 
for the entire UN system, and as a responsibility for national governments and 
other national and substate stakeholders. Echoing the vocabulary of the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development (UNGA 2015), the call to ‘sustain peace’ 
aims to support the UN’s reform process and drive activities towards peaceful 
and inclusive societies as an explicit policy objective for all UN member states – 
irrespective of whether or not they are themselves confronting violent conflict. 
Sustaining peace involves building an infrastructure of peace-enhancing institu-
tions, norms, attitudes, and capacities spanning different sectors and levels of 
social organization. It also requires an attitude of constant innovation, and is 
advanced through national ownership and leadership (Mahmoud and Makoond 
2017; Tschirgi and de Coning 2018).
	 This repositioning of peacebuilding practice is an opportunity to broaden the 
optic of peacebuilding beyond interstate and intrastate armed conflicts – and 
especially their aftermath – and reconnect to the community-level origins of 
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building peace. A nod to sustaining peace in the city, therefore, serves as a 
guiding frame within which to situate the contributions to this volume as entry 
points for new policy responses against conflict, violence, and exclusion in urban 
areas, and to promote a conversation across disciplinary and specialist silos – 
including architecture, criminology, social anthropology, political science, and 
urban studies. By exploring cross-cutting issues and a variety of urban contexts, 
the volume seeks to stimulate reflection about possible responses to conflict and 
insecurity for the coming urban century.
	 Jonathan Luke Austin and Oliver Jütersonke begin by clarifying the common-
alities, differences, and intersections between urban safety and peacebuilding 
practice. They underline that urban safety and peacebuilding approaches have 
the potential to be mutually complementary in the fight against violence in the 
city, and explore how the symbiotic relationship between the public sphere of 
urban government (urban safety) and the generally more informal processes of 
conflict prevention, mitigation, and transformation (peacebuilding) can be har-
nessed in conjunction, rather than in contradistinction to each other. Building on 
insights from semiotics, the chapter seeks to offer minimalist ideal-type defini-
tions of urban safety and peacebuilding – conceptualizations that also benefit 
from the medical differentiation between curative and palliative care. The 
chapter then constructs a heuristic typology of urban safety and peacebuilding 
initiatives vis-à-vis their levels of analysis, models of intervention, institutional 
foci, and the problems they address, before ending on a discussion of the level of 
aggregation (or granularity) of urban interventions and the level of politicization 
to which such activities are subject.
	 In the next chapter, Cyntia López Rueda and Luna Cara provide architectural 
perspectives on urban safety and crime prevention based on two case studies 
from the cities of Quito and Guayaquil in Ecuador. They demonstrate how the 
complexity of the city is characterized by the continuous change and transforma-
tion of a set of spatial configurations that determine different models and identi-
ties of urban life. These models regulate the recognition of spatial hierarchies 
and how they affect transitions between the public and private spheres. By 
studying Quito’s 24 de Mayo Boulevard and Guayaquil’s Simón Bolívar Water-
front, the chapter develops a conceptual framework that differentiates between 
defence for safety and psychological safety in terms of urban design strategies, 
and compares and contrasts encounter and enclosure models to offer a link 
between architectural typologies and urban safety policies.
	 Staying in the Latin American context, anthropologist Dennis Rodgers offers 
an alternative conception of ‘gangland’ that highlights its variegated nature as 
well as that of gang authority more generally – and in doing so, identifies poten-
tial peacebuilding avenues within what at first glance would seem to be a space 
whose dynamics are destructively (rather than constitutively) violent. Drawing 
on ethnographic research carried out in barrio Luis Fanor Hernández, a poor 
neighbourhood in Managua, Nicaragua, Rodgers describes how gangs promote a 
specific form of local socio-spatial ordering, one that involves places (in this 
case the thriving Huembes market) frequented by members of rival gangs in 
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what the author argues is a form of terra nullius: a space of exception within the 
broader gangland context where different violent actors can coexist and engage 
with each other in ways that do not have to entail antagonism. Such spaces are 
important, because they open possibilities for concrete trust-building initiatives 
within gangland areas.
	 Taking a broader view on what he called criminal armed groups (CAGs), Hugo 
van den Eertwegh develops an argument about integrating negotiations with such 
actors into the violence reduction toolbox. Analysing when and how to negotiate 
with such groups, the chapter builds on the recognition that armed violence is a 
major threat to many different societies and finding solutions for it requires 
recourse to the full range of policy options, including negotiation strategies with 
CAGs and building the technical skills to conduct such negotiations. Van den 
Eertwegh argues for innovative and inclusive forms of citizen participation to 
strengthen the democratic foundations of negotiations with CAGs and thus create 
sustainable negotiation outcomes in – and with – empowered communities.
	 Tuesday Reitano and Mark Shaw explore the growth and operation of extor-
tion economies in three urban contexts – Central America, Karachi, and Cape 
Town – to show how they are critical in shaping and sustaining criminal forms 
of governance in cities, and in particular in post-conflict and high-violence local-
ities. Given that available policy options to counter extortion-driven forms of 
governance have not been discussed in detail outside a few contexts (notably 
Italy), the chapter discusses whether there are lessons to be learned from these 
approaches for peacebuilding and the establishment of legitimate forms of urban 
security management.
	 Returning specifically to the conceptual and practical interface between urban 
safety and peacebuilding, Jennifer Salahub and Mayssam Zaaroura look at the 
opportunities for gender analyses to strengthen the nexus, asking specifically 
how one might go about integrating a gender lens into practical work to help 
improve safety for both women and men in urban centres. They argue that much 
of the work on urban safety and peacebuilding remains gender blind, outlining 
the missed opportunities, decreased operational ineffectiveness, and existing 
exclusive and exclusionary power structures that are reinforced as a result. The 
chapter builds on a review of emerging good practice and recommendations for 
practical changes, and draws on research from Indonesia, Egypt, and Libya.
	 Peter Homel and Nicolas Masson reflect on the intersection between community 
crime prevention and security sector reform (SSR). Based on their experience from 
SSR initiatives undertaken in the Jenin Governorate in the Occupied Palestinian 
Territories, the chapter highlights a range of shortcomings found in traditional top-
down SSR approaches and contrasts them with an alternative, bottom-up, 
community-based approach that uses outcome-based local crime prevention plan-
ning processes to build effective ‘partnerships’ for crime prevention with both 
formal (e.g. security forces, executive authorities, parliamentarians, governors’ 
offices) and informal (civil society, media, tribal and business leaders) security pro-
viders. The chapter highlights how such processes constituted a viable mechanism 
by which to create a safer community with stronger local leadership.



6    Achim Wennmann and Oliver Jütersonke

	 Hugo Slim, Caroline Putman-Cramer, Evaristo De Pinho Oliveira, and Rachel 
Banfield look at how the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) 
supports authorities in cities affected by war and violence to maintain access to 
essential services such as safe water, safe health facilities, and safe schools. They 
draw on the ICRC’s operational experience in armed conflict in the Middle East, 
Africa, and Asia, as well as the organization’s work in settings of urban violence 
in Latin America. The chapter examines the dynamics of danger and risk for 
vulnerable populations in different urban areas, and illustrates how the ICRC 
and its partners in local authorities and national Red Cross and Red Crescent 
societies work to limit these risks and maintain essential services.
	 In the concluding chapter, Achim Wennmann draws together the main 
themes of the volume and reflects on the how in sustaining peace. By empha-
sizing that the confluence of urban safety and peacebuilding practice can result 
from the practical need to solve problems in specific places, the chapter 
explores the options for achieving safer and more inclusive cities. It shows 
how both urban safety and peacebuilding professions can look back at a long 
record of driving participatory processes and working within contentious polit-
ical economies. The degree of local agency for change points to the existence 
of spaces that frame and provide oxygen to transformative processes aiming to 
reduce violence and build peace in cities. These spaces exist in different 
shapes and forms, but there is much expertise on how to create and maintain 
them as a means to drive negotiated change. This operational focus brings into 
the fold a series of unconventional actors, processes, and ways of working that 
evolve from the alignment of partisan interests on the pathways for peace. By 
garnering know-how about working politically, urban safety and peacebuild-
ing professionals have much to contribute to the co-production of safer and 
inclusive cities.
	 Given the current state of safety in cities and the future risks of increased tur-
bulence, there is much work to do and there are many places to start. The ana-
lysis and practice presented in this volume should remind those willing to work 
towards peaceful and inclusive cities that there are tried and tested approaches 
available, and a host of experts and practitioners ready to accompany those pre-
pared to lead in their respective contexts.
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