
 

When neighbourhoods become dangerous,
look to local strengths for a lifeline
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A car is set alight during the 2005 riots that prompted soul-searching in France
about segregated and badly designed housing projects. Credit: A.J./Wikimedia,
CC BY-SA
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Crime and insecurity are deeply entrenched in some cities. While we
have rankings of the most dangerous cities in the world, this does not
give a clear picture of how and why dangerous spaces develop in cities.

We are analysing case studies from cities in France, Colombia, Brazil
and Australia to understand the factors that lead to insecurity, and to
examine possible solutions.

Risks of ghettos in Australia

Australian cities aren't immune to the dangers. While there is no clear
upward trend in crime nationally, the social polarisation and
concentration of certain crimes in parts of the cities of Sydney and
Melbourne are cause for concern. As a result, New South Wales and
Victoria are the states with the highest rates of unlawful entry and armed
robbery.

Sydney in particular is experiencing a "ghettoisation effect". Social
polarisation between suburbs is increasing. Another issue in Sydney's
western suburbs is domestic violence.

While crime rates here are much lower than in cities in Latin America
and France, we need to be mindful of how neighbourhoods can become
dangerous through neglect by planners and policymakers.

What can we do about it?

Social disorganisation theory has dominated research in this field.
Central to this approach are neighbourhood mechanisms to reduce crime
and disorder.

Some have criticised this theory for not considering the influences on
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https://www.businessinsider.com.au/most-violent-cities-in-the-world-2018-3?r=US&IR=T
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/0/371CB1F33E24E682CA2579AA000F2C7F?Opendocument
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/0/371CB1F33E24E682CA2579AA000F2C7F?Opendocument
https://phys.org/tags/crime/
https://www.theage.com.au/national/victoria/victims-of-crime-melbourne-becomes-more-violent-sydney-less-so-20170706-gx651y.html
https://www.theage.com.au/national/victoria/victims-of-crime-melbourne-becomes-more-violent-sydney-less-so-20170706-gx651y.html
https://www.smh.com.au/national/nsw/sydney-is-turning-into-a-ghetto-as-poor-are-trapped-by-fewer-jobs-and-rising-housing-costs-20150508-ggwyj0.html
https://www.smh.com.au/national/nsw/sydneys-rich-and-poor-the-rising-crisis-in-our-suburbs-20150508-ggwvh1.html
https://www.smh.com.au/national/nsw/sydneys-rich-and-poor-the-rising-crisis-in-our-suburbs-20150508-ggwvh1.html
https://www.dailytelegraph.com.au/newslocal/parramatta/auburn-records-highest-number-of-murders-in-nsw/news-story/74927fb402ff5e658f06b9178fa3ed65
https://phys.org/tags/crime+rates/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_disorganization_theory


 

crime of the larger urban political economy. Political and economic
decisions may have direct effects by increasing unemployment,
residential instability (via planning and housing policies) or population
density (via zoning policies).

Reducing crime is also the job of planners. Research has shown, for
instance, that better planning can reduce the tragedies of domestic
violence.

Incentives at the city scale – such as tax breaks and policies to
decentralise public services and promote economic activity in poorer
outer suburbs – need to be twinned with strategies to foster social
integration at the neighbourhood level.

Latin America: a focus on Colombia and Brazil

Violence and high crime rates have created stark divisions in some Latin
American cities. Residents have responded with several strategies to feel
safe at home.

In Argentina, crime rates soared after the political and financial crisis of
2001. Citizens started building barricades and fortified their living
environments with all types of security devices. Gated communities
became the preferred type of housing, especially for upper-middle-class
groups who could afford it.

However, gating and security devices have not been successful deterrents
to crime. The strategies that have succeeded are linked to encouraging
more social integration, shared use of public space, and less opposition
to and marginalisation of "the other".
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http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0022427803256238
http://thoughts.arup.com/post/details/377/how-can-good-urban-design-reduce-crime
https://phys.org/tags/domestic+violence/
https://phys.org/tags/domestic+violence/
https://phys.org/tags/social+integration/
https://phys.org/tags/social+integration/
https://www.economist.com/node/1010911
https://www.economist.com/node/1010911
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2007/apr/25/argentina.rorycarroll
https://phys.org/tags/public+space/
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One of the escalators managed by the local community in Medellín. Credit:
Sonia Roitman. Author provided

"Social urbanism" policies in cities like Medellín, Colombia, and Rio de
Janeiro, Brazil, have led to dramatic reductions in crime. The idea of
these interventions is not only to physically upgrade housing and public
space, but to improve social outcomes.

In Medellín, public space was improved in some of the poorest
neighbourhoods, which included new infrastructure. Alleys were
upgraded, to make walking easier and increase safety, and the famous 
escalators were built. The community manages these escalators, which
improve access to the upper areas of neighbourhoods and help create
safer environments.

The installation of aerial public transport ("metrocable" cable cars) also
improved access and helped integrate these areas with the city centre.
This in turn led to greater awareness of their existence and less prejudice
against them as areas of marginalisation. Residents of other areas who
wouldn't normally travel through these poor neighbourhoods became
more aware of them while using public transport.

In the case of Brazil, the Favela Bairro program to upgrade slums in Rio
de Janeiro in the late 1990s succeeded in integrating favelas with the city
to improve living conditions and reduce crime rates.

For such projects to succeed it is essential to have community
participation, engagement and buy-in.

Urban policy in France
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http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0094582X16682758
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Medell%C3%ADn#Crime
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http://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2013/03/21/brazil-crime-violence-favela
https://www.cnn.com/travel/article/colombia-medellin-neighborhood/index.html
http://gondolaproject.com/medellin/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0016718501000161
https://phys.org/tags/city/


 

The 2005 riots in French cities were the results of both structural issues,
such as unemployment and police violence, and long-term social and
spatial segregation.

Since the 2000s, the "action on places" paradigm has dominated urban
policy. Its goal has been to tackle spatial inequality, with the National
Agency for Urban Renewal (ANRU) playing a central role.

In exchange for state funding, cities had to commit to eradicate old
social housing projects and build new residential buildings.

Previously, the policy for "deprived neighbourhoods" allowed elected
officials and local representatives of the state a larger choice of
strategies. These included renovation, positive discrimination, mediation,
and the development of local community-led initiatives.

The urban renewal policy, launched in 2003, restricted the range of
strategies. It is now criticised because it changed the urban form of
neighbourhoods without really changing the social issues.

Today, the possible avenues for action are more diverse. Efforts are
concentrated in the most deprived neighbourhoods, with employment,
education and security as the budget priorities.

Build on existing social ties

Many strong social ties exist in these so-called deprived neighbourhoods.
One promising avenue for action, but which currently attracts the least
investment, is to focus on the strengths of those neighbourhoods. This
can be done by supporting local initiatives, especially those led by
women.

In the book Remake the City, two French researchers stress that it is
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https://www.brookings.edu/articles/understanding-urban-riots-in-france/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10511482.2016.1174432
https://www.anru.fr
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-34636104
http://www.seuil.com/ouvrage/refaire-la-cite-didier-lapeyronnie/9782021087963


 

illusory to think that solutions imposed from above can prevent
ghettoisation. They see a need to learn from the experiments carried out
in Latin America and in the United States. In the US, the rise of the
"community development corporation" has helped to turn negative
situations into experiences that foster social integration at the 
neighbourhood level and present a more positive image of the "ghetto".

Even if the contexts are very different, these examples show that the
factors at work in places at risk of ghettoisation need to be analysed at
different scales. Solutions need to integrate bottom-up actions with
strong engagement from communities and a policy rethink on the
structural drivers of strong social and spatial segregation in cities.

This article was originally published on The Conversation. Read the 
original article.
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