
Building Urban Safety Through slum Upgrading

Among the several forms of urban development interventions, slum-upgrading 
offers an incomparable opportunity to provide urban safety for the poor. Slum-
upgrading, the orchestrated process to improve the built environment of a hu-
man settlement, could mobilize many different actors in diverse policy areas 
at various levels. And it could give momentum to the idea that improving a 
neighbourhood comprises an overhaul of all dimensions of its life, including the 
freedom of citizens from the occurrence or risk of injury, danger, or loss, that 
is, their safety. Contemporary crime prevention tools are up to the task. Pro-
gressively, the field has shifted its main concern from reducing measurements 
of either crime or violence to improving the quality of life. A holistic notion of 
“safety” has been brought into play and slum-upgrading interventions set a 
suitable scenario to realize its practical implications.

Developing sustainable community ownership of public spaces and service 
infrastructure delivered through urban improvement programmes must be a 
major goal from the very first moment in intervention designs, as local security 
and safety conditions will critically depend on this outcome. Therefore two key 
components seem to be necessary in all upgrading intervention designs. First, a 
security of land and property tenure rights component and second, a capacity 
building component to support community empowerment processes as well as 
the activation of institutional processes in local government agencies and other 
organisations explicitly designed to provide more responsive services to local 
community needs and demands through multi-sectoral interventions. Fruitful 
interaction in upgraded areas between grassroots organisations and a local 
network of  government agencies in regard to issues such as addressing gen-
der based violence, improving community access to regular police and justice 
services, ensuring appropriate maintenance of service infrastructure and public 
spaces by service providers, dealing with new households attracted to squat-
ting in neighbourhood border or conservation areas, contracting community 
labour in local publicly funded constructing activities in order to benefit job 
creation for youths, and developing  permanent counselling and psychologi-
cal support services, among others, will ensue in an enduring  self-sustained 
mechanism that will help to carry over support for community organisation, 
economic development and crime prevention initiatives beyond the duration of 
the upgrading projects.
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UN-HABITAT’s research shows that a total of 227 
million people in the world have moved out of slum con-
ditions since 2000. This means that governments have 
collectively surpassed the Millennium Development 
Goal on slums more than two times over.

Indeed it is commendable that 22 million people 
in developing countries moved out of slums each year 
between 2000 and 2010 as the result of slum upgrad-
ing. While this is welcome, the overall reduction in the 
world’s urban divide still requires greater effort since the 
absolute number of slum dwellers has actually increased 
from 776.7 million in 2000 to some 827.6 million in 
2010.

This means that 55 million new slum dwellers have 
been added to the global urban population since 2000. 
It is thus troubling to reiterate yet again that the progress 
made on the slum target has simply not been enough to 
counter the growth of informal settlements in the devel-
oping world. 

This is unsatisfactory. It is inadequate, and it can lead 
to social danger.

Here we present an important collection of studies 
which clarify the enormity of this challenge. It is the 
product of critical reflection on current slum-upgrading  
projects in widely different cities from developing coun-
tries. Each piece seeks to understand a neighborhood 
and the way people live in it improves urban safety. 

Far beyond overcoming spatial and legal obstacles, 
slum-upgrading must be about social change for the bet-
ter. Smart cities offer everyone better opportunities and 
a better way of life. 

Excluded from the city’s opportunities, physically, po-
litically and economically marginalized, slum dwellers 
are particularly vulnerable to crime and violence. They 
face an acute risk of becoming victims or offenders and 
live in a state of constant insecurity. 

From the very start, these conditions should be the 
number-one concern of any upgrading project. Put an-
other way, the safety of slum dwellers cannot be taken 
to be an incidental consequence of the upgrading of their 
neighborhoods. Rather, it must be considered an explic-
itly planned outcome of upgrading. 

To date, few cities have incorporated a coherent com-
ponent to prevent crime and mitigate violence in their 
urban development agendas. Impact on urban safety has 
occurred somewhat unexpectedly. 

That is the main lesson to be drawn from the pages of 
this book: urban policy integration. Urban development 
emerges from prosperity, through adequate and sound 
planning, management and governance; it comes to be 
fully enjoyed once urban safety is guaranteed. 

I wish to acknowledge the generous support of the 
Government of Italy and the Swedish International De-
velopment Cooperation Agency towards the preparation 
of this publication, which contributes to our quest for 
better, smarter, greener, and more equitable cities with-
out slums.

Joan Clos 
Under-Secretary General, United Nations 

Executive Director 
UN-HABITAT
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Elkin Velasquez 
Chief, Urban Governance Section, 

UN-HABITAT

Among the several forms of urban development in-
terventions, slum-upgrading offers an incomparable op-
portunity to provide urban safety for the poor. Slum-
upgrading, the orchestrated process to improve the built 
environment of a human settlement, could mobilize 
many different actors in diverse policy areas at various 
levels. And it could give momentum to the idea that im-
proving a neighbourhood comprises an overhaul of all 
dimensions of its life, including the freedom of citizens 
from the occurrence or risk of injury, danger, or loss, that 
is, their safety. Contemporary crime prevention tools are 
up to the task. Progressively, the field has shifted its main 
concern from reducing measurements of either crime or 
violence to improving the quality of life. A holistic no-
tion of “safety” has been brought into play and slum-
upgrading interventions set a suitable scenario to realize 
its practical implications.

The Safer Cities Programme of UN-HABITAT has re-
alized that policy makers and urban managers can avail 
themselves of these auspicious circumstances through a 
careful consideration of four key factors: the degree of 

social cohesion, the extent of urban inequalities, the 
risks of the built environment, and the scope of inclu-
siveness in urban governance. Experience has shown 
that authorities are better equipped to build urban safety 
when they formulate inclusive urban upgrading policies, 
which in turn include project components that redesign 
the morphology of the urban environment to favor self-
protection, that profit from and foster the increase of so-
cial links –reinforcing social cohesion–, and that reduce 
the various social inequalities, abating exclusion and 
bridging the gap of the urban divide. It is easier said than 
done, indeed. However, a good start is to bear in mind 
the impact that one would like the upgrading interven-
tion to have in any or all of these four key factors.

The intervention has to consider, firstly, the necessity 
to strengthen social cohesion. The concept of social co-
hesion refers to the strength, or weakness, of the network 
of personal, familial, professional, and neighbourly rela-
tionships that characterizes urban life. It reminds of the 
importance of the inclusion of all the political, social, 
cultural, and community groups coexisting in the city. 

A road network in Hangzhou, China © Shutterstock

PROLEGOMENA: URBAN DEVELOPMENT 
AS URBAN SAFETY
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Specifically, it evokes a myriad of dimensions such as the 
celebration of diversity, a sense of belonging and a shared 
future, as well as empathy, solidarity, and confidence be-
tween citizens. The concept points to the significance 
of social interaction and union, for atomized societies, 
where the value of persons crumbles, are more inclined 
to tolerate violence.

The second way to include a component of safety in 
urban development is to think about the importance of 
reducing the urban divide. It is not a problem of poverty, 
but rather of disparities between social groups and be-
tween neighbourhoods that could cause the frustration 
that influences the level of crime. Disparities concern in-
comes, access to basic services, and participation in po-
litical decisions. Cities of Africa and Latin America are 
significant examples. Even though there are exceptions, 
there is a strong correlation between urban disparities 
and criminal violence. 

A third way to do it is considering the effects that the 
urban environment may have on citizens. The size, the 
morphology and the structure of cities can encourage 
violence, incivilities and deviant behaviours. Big cities, 
generally, are more violent than smaller ones insofar as 
the anonymity of big metropolises and the temptations 
they arouse are more propitious to delinquency, impu-
nity and to the development of gangs and mafias. Sim-
ply put, some cities are more soothing than others, have 
more attractive public spaces, more lively streets and 
experience thus less segregation. A deleterious environ-
ment, characterized, for instance, by insufficient light-

ing and the destruction of public spaces, increases the 
possibility of committing a crime, according to research 
conducted by UN-HABITAT.

Most importantly, it becomes considerably easier to 
incorporate safety into urban development when it is ac-
cepted that urban planning is not only a technical mat-
ter, but one related to local governance, i.e., the political 
management of the city. In a city, priorities regarding the 
issues of development and safety cannot only be estab-
lished. They need to be understood, agreed upon, sanc-
tioned, and followed. This takes leadership and capacity. 
And it is a process that involves numerous actors, far be-
yond the governmental sphere. Understood in this fash-
ion, local governance, based on solid and accurate in-
formation, permits to offer, for instance, better services, 
promote community life, develop effective public trans-
ports, and organise a better policing. Negotiation, steer-
ing and joint initiatives, in turn, support a long-term 
vision to construct urban safety and constitute thereby 
the core of responsible urban management. 

The importance of considering these four factors has 
been well established by the latest findings of UN HABI-
TAT regarding the pace of urbanization. The proportion 
of people living in slums around the world is declining. 
But more citizens live in them than 10 years ago. The 
figure is somewhere around the 828 million and aug-
menting, most of them living in developing countries. 
Even if Asia alone lifted 172 million people out of slum 
conditions in the same period, in the global South, rapid 
and unplanned urbanisation, along with poor, inequi-

Medellin, Colombia © Castilla Noche
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table and exclusory urban governance and management, 
has resulted in the proliferation of informal settlements, 
where the urban poor experience the worst consequences 
of the economic, spatial, opportunity and social divides 
of contemporary cities. 

Far from being an unfortunate consequence of some 
sort of linear development drama, that all human soci-
eties are due to reenact, slums are a byproduct of irre-
sponsible policies, insufficient infrastructure and press-
ing rural-urban migration. Indeed, slums are severely 
neglected areas: housing is inadequate; services are defi-
cient; facilities for recreation or capital investment, sim-
ply nonexistent. Additionally, when confined to remote 
locations, slum dwellers are impeded to access justice 
and security. The worst part is that these conditions can-
not be terminated by decree; it is impossible to simply 
“clean” the city. 

Furthermore, slum dwellers and urban poor face a par-
ticularly acute risk of crime and violence. They are de-
fenseless, in outright vulnerability to these phenomena. 
Often, they rank either among the prime victims of ur-
ban crime or the common perpetrators. Authorities and 
popular depictions of slums tend to disregard this simul-
taneity. Crime in informal settlements may be pervasive. 
Yet, it is also important to acknowledge the deeper causes 
of insecurity and violence and take into account the inci-
dence of poverty, economic inequality, social exclusion, 
gender prejudice, and youth unemployment. Moreover, 
it is essential to consider the responsibilities and failures 
of state institutions, not only to protect more favored 
citizens, but also to guarantee the safety of slum dwellers.

Several initiatives to upgrade these dwellings in cities 
around the world have acknowledged several of these 
facts. Rather than forced evictions or relocations, which 
have exhibited its limitations and undesired effects on 
livelihoods, cities as diverse as Medellin, Port Moresby, 
or Rio de Janeiro –and yet so similar, in so far as in all 
of them pockets of wealth and poverty co-exist in close 
proximity– have approached holistically to the upgrad-
ing of slums, with satisfactory results. 

Similarly, urban development literature has progres-
sively recognized that the material enhancement of a 
slum, for which institutional and regulatory changes 
must occur in the first place, is only part of the story. 
To unlock upgrading and inclusion of slums, there are 
other dimensions that need to be addressed focusing on 
a second area: governance. Social, cultural and economi-
cal conditions need also be upgraded along, with the ac-
tive involvement of members of the community, lest the 
almost imminent failure of the project. Not only ameni-
ties are crucial, but also social cohesion and thus its sine 
qua non, urban safety.

During the past two decades crime prevention strat-
egies have been increasingly integrated in comprehen-
sive urban planning practices. Visible attempts to do so 
first appeared during the 1990’s as government policies 
gradually shifted from repression, authoritarianism and 
neglect in dealing with the main challenges of rapid ur-
banisation, to more comprehensive and participatory ap-
proaches committed to involving local civil authorities 
and community based organisations in the progressive 
implementation of integrated slum upgrading programs 
that include law enforcement as well as social and situ-
ational prevention strategies.  

Today, local authorities and urban planners have come 
to terms with the idea that urban crime prevention and 
reduction can be best attained by addressing specific de-
mands of local residents for social inclusion, security and 
safety, through their direct involvement in planning inte-
grated improvement of their neighbourhoods. Upgraded 
living conditions and empowered communities are the 
main outcomes sought by this type of integrated urban 
planning. This entails enhancing the ability of people to 
respond positively to problems of crime and violence. It 
means, as well, to allow their meaningful participation 
in planning and designing their urban public space, a 
more effective policing, and other features of the built 
environment that allow for self-protection. 

Medellin, Colombia © Julián Roldán
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The chapters that follow analyse experiences on this 

matter. They gather and comment the testimonies of 
project staff, practitioners and academics regarding the 
impact of slum upgrading initiatives in urban safety. 
They derive from six case studies that UN-HABITAT’s 
Safer Cities Programme recently commissioned. Projects 
were thoroughly analysed in Dhaka, Bangladesh; Doula, 
Cameroon; Medellin, Colombia; Nairobi, Kenya; Port 
Moresby; Papua New Guinea; and Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. 
Relevant project and national documents, together with 
field visits, interviews, and focus groups with commu-
nity leaders provided the data. 

As the aggregated reading of the chapters shows, many 
challenges still lay ahead. Appropriate and relevant in-
dicators to assess security and safety baselines, prior to 
upgrading interventions, must be resourced. Moreover, 
these must reflect local concerns and expectations. Indi-
cators allow managers to properly incorporate commu-
nities’ voices into the objectives of integrated urban in-
terventions. Information flowing from such sources will 
significantly contribute to engage stakeholder participa-
tion in local decision-making nodes regarding the plan-
ning and developing of urban interventions, enhancing 
in this way effective local governance.  

In this same regard, many countries hold as a prior-
ity the enactment of modern national legal and institu-
tional frameworks. The aim in these exercises is to estab-
lish functioning steering and coordination mechanisms 
between central, regional and local level government 
authorities, explicitly drawn to respond to the specific 
needs of urban poor and newly settled rural migrants. 
Institutional capacity building of local government 
agencies is another main concern. Many cities need to 
develop their capacity to prepare projects and allocate 
resources efficiently to address different scales of needs 
and types of interventions. 

Furthermore, local security and safety conditions 
critically depend on developing sustainable community 
ownership of public spaces and service infrastructure de-
livered through urban improvement programmes. Fruit-
ful interaction in upgraded areas between grassroots or-
ganisations and local networks of government agencies 
to address issues such as gender based violence, commu-
nity access to police and justice services, maintenance of 
upgraded service infrastructure and public spaces, deal-
ing with squatting in neighbourhood conservation areas, 
among others, will require the incorporation of capacity 
building components in the design of integrated urban 
intervention projects. This will support community em-
powerment processes as well as more responsive services 
by local government agencies to community needs and 
demands. 

All these challenges, in conclusion, reiterate one main 
lesson: urban safety is a matter of urban managers and 
planners not just a matter of criminologists or criminal 
justice experts, while a slum-upgrading program is not 
a simple collection of technical actions to be performed 
independently of each other and of other elements of 
urban development. Both areas, safety and development, 
are integrated; one cannot be edified without taking an 
explicit foundation on the other. The corollary of their 
intertwining is a comprehensive intervention, better sit-
uated to improve the physical characteristics of a neigh-
borhood and its inhabitants’ quality of life. 

If such is the case, it is possible to suggest the way 
forward. It is necessary to keep empowering the com-
munities to face crime and violence, by providing edu-
cational, cultural, and sportive services, contributing to 
create decent jobs, and promoting a non-violent resolu-
tion of conflicts. Their resilience has to be strengthened; 
and vulnerability, kept at bay, especially of unemployed 
youth and women. It is also necessary to keep improving 
the physical space, with proper street illumination, ac-
cessible bus stations and markets, adequate public spaces 
–just to mention a few instances. The bulk of these tasks, 
however, can only be pursued through a carefully crafted 
process of steering and involving of the social actors that 
have a stake, whether they know or ignore it, in building 
urban safety. This could be done mastering that tool that 
will become crucial to face our inexorable urban future: 
inclusive urban governance.  
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AN INTEGrATED UPGrADING 
INITIATIVE BY MUNICIPAL AUTHOrITIES: 
A CASE STUDY OF MEDELLIN

Fernando Patiño

A view of Medellin, Colombia. © UN-HABITAT
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2,223,078

* 2005 CENSUS



08

A
N

 IN
TEG

RATED
 U

PG
RA

D
IN

G
 IN

ITIATIVE BY M
U

N
ICIPA

L AU
TH

O
RITIES:

A CASE STUDY O
F M

EDELLIN

08

Introduction
During the 1980s and 1990s, Medellin achieved world 

infamy because of the high recorded rates of violence, as 
well as its annual rate of homicides, which was 335 per 
100,000 inhabitants in 1991. From 1992, the curve of 
violence started to decline gradually as a result of the 
implementation by the local government of a series of 
policies and programmes, which included preventive 
and control oriented activities. 2002 was a turning point 
in this dynamic which led to a faster reduction in levels 
of crime and violence. In 2007, the homicide rate had 
dropped to 26 per 100.000 inhabitants, a fi gure that can 
only be explained by the confl uence of diff erent factors 
that are analyzed in this case study. 

As a start to the new millennium, and on the basis of 
lessons learned by the city over time, the Municipality 
of Medellin started to test an approach that articulates 
more clearly safety and peaceful coexistence policies with 
the urban improvement programmes implemented in 
critical areas of the city. Now, the advances made by Me-
dellin since 2004 are starting to make it seem a fl agship 
for urban and safety policies.

Assessment Methodology
Between December 2008 and January 2009 the au-

thor revised UN-HABITAT Slum Upgrading and Ur-
ban Safety materials, collected and revised documents 
and reports on the Medellin experience, and conducted 
interviews with public authorities, practitioners and aca-
demics linked with urban and safety issues. Two fi eld vis-
its were carried out in the areas where the Municipality 
implemented the slum upgrading initiatives and where 
it is now implementing Integrated Urban Programmes.

Medellin at a glance 

According to the 2005 census, Medellin has a 
population of 2,223,078 which makes it the second larg-
est urban center in Colombia. Together with the met-
ropolitan area that integrates nine other municipalities 
of the Valley of Aburra, it has a total of approximately 
3,500,000 inhabitants. Th e city has a density of 5,820 
inhabitants by square kilometer and 46.7% of the popu-
lation is men and 53.3 % is women. 

During the past 50 years Medellin progressed from a 
medium-size city of 500,000 inhabitants to a metropoli-
tan area. Th is growth is explained by successive waves of 
massive migrations. Th e fi rst during the 1950s and 1960s 
was an eff ect of the political violence in the Colombian 
countryside. Th e second was caused by economic fac-
tors linked with the transformation of the rural economy 
during the 1970s, and the last came from the rise of the 
armed confl ict experienced in the past two decades due 
to the expansion of the infl uence of illegal armed groups 
and drugs cartels. 

Medellin is the second largest economic center of Co-
lombia. Th e city represents more than 8% of the Na-
tional GDP (11% with its metropolitan region), and is 
one of the most productive regions of the country. It has 
a per capita GDP of US$3,794, higher than the other 
main cities of Colombia, and its business density of 25 
companies by each 1,000 inhabitants is the country’s 
second highest. Industry represents 43.6% of the gross 
internal product of the metropolitan region, services 
39.7% and trade 7%. Th e industrial sectors are textiles 
(20%), chemical and related products (14.5%), food-
stuff s (10%) and drinks (11%). Th e other 10% com-
prises sectors such as mechanics and electronics, among 
others.

Medellin has an urban structure of acceptable quality 
but highly segregated, confi ning almost a million people 
away from the urban facilities in areas of high risk or 
with visible signs of deterioration. Despite the strong 
diff erences in urban development between city zones, 
the public services have a high coverage, with 98.8% of 
the houses having electricity, 97.3% have running water 
and 91% have telecommunications. 

Th e urban area of the city is divided into 16 comunas 
(urban districts), grouped in six zones. Th ese comunas 
are divided into 249 neighborhoods and 20 institution-
al areas (university campus, industrial and commercial 
districts). Th e rural area is divided in fi ve corregimientos 
(rural districts). Each comuna and corregimiento has a Lo-
cal Management Board elected by the citizens for a four 
year period. Th ese local boards fulfi ll functions related 
with the municipal programmes on economic and social 
development and public works, and monitor the public 
investments and the provision of the municipal services. 
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In addition, the Boards participate in the territorial and 
sectoral distribution of the allocated budget.  

Medellin, being situated in a narrow valley surrounded 
by mountains, has limited space for urban expansion. 
This has meant that in recent decades the growth of the 
city has had two main characteristics: vertical growth and 
a lateral growth occupying the slopes of the mountains. 
Both areas of growth have been disorderly and without 
continuity. Generally, the neighborhoods situated in the 
high parts of the slopes are spontaneous and unplanned. 
Influenced by these social and geographic characteristics, 
the city has had a pattern of urban segregation, which 
additionally has been strongly influenced by the succes-
sive waves of violence that have affected the city.

Facing a similar situation in the main urban areas, the 
National Government adopted in 1995 an Urban and 
Social Housing Policy that included a set of laws and 
policies, which was conducive for the adoption of mu-
nicipal policies in this field. In this framework, Medellin 
promoted and implemented PRIMED, the Programa In-
tegral de Mejoramiento de Barrios Informales de Medellin 
(Medellin Slum-Upgrading Programme) as a pioneering 
initiative in Colombia, supported by the International 
Development Bank.

Issues of insecurity, crime and 
violence 

Since the 1980s and 1990s, the homicide rate in the 
city of Medellin has been above the national average. For 
nearly 20 years the city has experienced a complex situ-
ation regarding social and safety issues due to dynam-
ics associated with drug trafficking and urban guerrillas. 
This led to a homicide rate of 381 per 100,000 inhabit-
ants in 1991, which was considered the world’s highest. 
It was also far in excess of the national average in Colom-
bia which, at that time, was 79 per 100,000 inhabitants.

It is unsurprising that from then until now, insecurity 
has been one of the most widespread concerns of the 
people of Medellin. The city experienced the emergence 
of parallel orders headed by irregular armed groups, 
bands and gangs, all of this in the context of the armed 
conflict and drug traffic around the country. Several fac-
tors contributed to this process including the booming 
drug trade, the increasing urbanization of conflict, and 
the crisis in the heart of the city’s economy: the textile 
industry. 

The dismantling of the Medellin cartel after the death 
of Pablo Escobar in 1993 did not change the level of 
violence.  The state failed to create an effective presence 
in the city and could not recover its monopoly on force. 
The 1980s was a decade “in which converged many dif-
ferent forms of violence, expressed in private justice groups 
and gangs of organised crime, per-payment killers, popular 

militias, violence against property and from the property, 
which makes many analyst and academics declare, not only 
the existence of a generation without a future, but also of a 
city without a future” (Granda and Ramirez, 2001). Dur-
ing the 1990s the city emerged as an arena for politi-
cal confrontation between guerrillas and paramilitaries, 
“that blur[ed] the boundaries between criminal organisa-
tions linked to the illegal economy, armed groups with com-
munitarian roots and the hierarchical units of the guerrillas 
and paramilitaries” (Giraldo, 2007). 

“Security” became for many years a private service, 
which meant an occupation for many people and a sig-
nificant source of income for others in collecting illegal 
“security taxes”. In this deteriorating scenario, social and 
political citizenship disappeared from the public spaces 
and people confined themselves behind locked doors 
just to survive. This created deep cracks and disparities 
among those parts of the population which could not 
find neighborhoods with adequate spaces for recreation 
and coexistence.

Between 2000 and 2002, disputes between the para-
militaries and the guerrillas escalated, so that in 2002, 
some 81% of homicides and 70% of the kidnappings in 
the Department (province) of Antioquia took place in 
Medellin (its capital), so that despite being an urban cen-
ter the city experienced a war situation similar to those in 
rural areas (Giraldo, 2007). 

From the early 1990s, the curve of violence started to 
decline gradually as a result of the implementation by the 
local government of a series of policies and programmes, 
which included preventive and control-oriented activi-
ties. For a while, the indexes continued to be high with 
the homicide rate staying above 150 per 100,000 people, 
well above for Colombia and the Latin American region. 
The turning point came in 2002, which led to a faster 
reduction in levels of crime and violence. By 2007, the 
homicide rate had dropped to 26 per 100,000, a figure 
explained by the confluence of different factors. “In the 
period 2002-2005 there were coordinated and integrated 
actions of the central and local levels, allowing for the de-es-
calation of armed conflict and urban indicators and result-
ing in a significant improvement in safety and in tackling 
of murderous violence”(Giraldo, 2007).

This reduction can be explained, mainly, as a result 
of the policies implemented by the Municipality since 
2002. They were consolidated between 2004 and 2007 
when the Municipality incorporated the strengths of its 
predecessors to a new approach that included some ele-
ments of the model developed by Bogota, especially in 
areas such as the citizen culture and preventive measures. 

In its Municipal Development Plan, called Medel-
lin, a commitment of all citizens, security and peaceful 
coexistence were one of the main components of the 
programme called Medellin, good governance and partici-



10

A
N

 IN
TEG

RATED
 U

PG
RA

D
IN

G
 IN

ITIATIVE BY M
U

N
ICIPA

L AU
TH

O
RITIES: 

A CASE STUDY O
F M

EDELLIN

10

pation. In the sections of the city which supported the 
Municipal Development Plan, violence was cited as one 
of the most serious existing problems and the proposed 
programmes included a whole component on safety. 
This involved the management of public space for living, 
transformation and modernization of security agencies 
and justice, violence prevention, care for the prison pop-
ulation and, given the serious impact of armed conflict 
in the city, a peace and reconciliation programme that 
supported the demobilization process of members of il-
legal armed groups and their reintegration into society.

It is important to mention that the focus on securi-
ty and co-existence was part of a programme that also 
included civic culture, citizen participation, and insti-
tutional development. Among the programmes imple-
mented were Youth with Future, METROJUVENTUD, 
Peace and Reconciliation Programme, Victims of Conflict 
Programme, and Aggression Prevention Network. 

In general, all measures and programmes put in place 
yielded positive results in reducing crimes that alarmed 
the public such as homicide, theft of vehicles and high-
impact crime. However, some sectors became concerned 
about issues such as complaints of human rights viola-
tions by the demobilized armed groups, the increase 
of sexual and domestic violence, and the humanitarian 
crisis caused by the increase of forced displacement. (A. 
Garcia and V. Vargas, 2008).

Urban safety in Colombia: particularities 
aroused from an internal armed conflict

Colombia’s problems are long standing and are deeply 
tied into the country’s violent history. Chronic and in-
tractable warfare among leftist guerrillas, paramilitar-
ies, cocaine traffickers and the army has wreaked such 
havoc on the countryside so that 3 million of its 45 mil-
lion inhabitants had become refugees and hundreds of 
thousands were officially declared victims of the armed 
groups. Due to these structural dynamics, the last few 
decades of the twentieth century were characterized by 
the increase of a wide spectrum of forms of crime and 
violence. 

This trend is particularly noticeable in cities such as 
Cali and Medellin. In this regard some analysts say that 
since the end of the 1980s there was a gradual urbaniza-
tion of the armed conflict that has affected the country 
for more than 50 years. Indeed, cities in the country have 
progressively become the sites of crime and violence char-
acteristic of the armed conflict, as well as practices linked 
to drug trafficking. This happened at the same time as 
other forms of crime and violence, not necessarily linked 
to the armed conflict and drug trafficking, increased. 
In this sense, it is important to stress that the gradual 
development of such forms of violence and crime has 
also been accompanied by increasing inter-relationship 
between those forms of “traditional” crime and those de-
rived from the armed conflict and drug trafficking.

City of Medellin, Colombia. © UN-HABITAT
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In the case of Medellin, the impacts of the urbaniza-

tion of the armed conflict and the dynamics of drug traf-
ficking are clear. Periods of armed conflict or escalation 
of narco-terrorist offensives coincide with the patterns of 
increase in homicides. In the same way, the steepest de-
cline in the homicide rate coincided with the launch and 
implementation of peace initiatives by the national gov-
ernment (Giraldo, 2007). Without doubt, there is a cor-
relation between security policies and indicators at the 
national level and the results at the local level, however, 
as shall be seen, this doesn’t mean that the municipal 
policies and the responses of civil society have not been, 
and are not, crucial in improving security. (A. Vargas and 
V. Garcia, 2008).

New approaches on urban safety 
policies

In Colombia, in addition to the rates of violence due to 
the armed conflict and drug trafficking, urban violence 
and its manifestations have emerged as a serious problem 
throughout the country, becoming the centre of the lo-
cal public agenda. In Bogota, the significant increase of 
violence rates led to a point where security issues stopped 
receiving typically marginal and fragmentized treatment 
to become a priority issue for the authorities. For this 
reason, both cities became the place for the formulation 
and implementation of public policies regarding security 
based on wider and integrated conceptions, that is, with 
actions and strategies from a human security perspective, 
which have shown satisfactory results (A. Vargas and V. 
Garcia, 2008).

As a result, the 1990s stand out as a time of change 
and innovation in handling crime and violence. The 
treatment of these issues in the cities through the 1990s 
is linked to such innovations. From this perspective, 
changes that referred to the redefinition of the field 
of security and the delineation of responsibilities and 
guidelines for their management are relevant. Similarly, 
the past decade has been marked by the flowering of lo-
cal initiatives, particularly in urban areas, which address 
safety in a more preventive and integrated way. Until the 
1990s security was virtually confined to a military and 
repressive treatment. The abandonment of these forms 
of design and implementation of safety is an ongoing 
process that has led to redefinitions that are re-orienting 
the policies developed over the past fifteen years in the 
country. Such processes are redefining, among other 
things, the emergence of concepts such as citizen security 
and peaceful co-existence, as well as the introduction of 
standards and procedures designed to manage security 
from alternative perspectives.

In this regard, the 1991 Constitution redefined the bal-
ance of powers in handling safety and since then, at least 
in constitutional terms, the main responsibilities rest on 

local authorities as police authorities in the municipali-
ties, responsible for the co-ordination of all public enti-
ties working in this field.  As shown in many urban safety 
experiences, both the notions of security and peaceful 
coexistence, as the redefinition of responsibilities in the 
management of security have been instrumental in gen-
erating local initiatives to mitigate and control the effects 
of crime and violence in cities. 

There are also national guidelines adopted during the 
last five national administrations (1990-2010) that re-
inforced these trends. It should be noted, however, that 
this is a process that is far from being national. Rather it 
is a process that tends to concentrate markedly in three 
major cities: Bogota, Cali, and Medellin. These cities 
have had the political will and the institutional capaci-
ties to lead local processes. Their experiences illustrate 
various ways in which the issue of security has been in-
corporated into government agendas at the municipal 
level. It is important to note that there is disparity in the 
quantity and quality of documentation for each of these 
experiences. While in the case of Bogota there is abun-
dant literature on programmes and activities developed, 
in the other two cities this literature is more fragmented 
(Rivas, 2007).

A city that reacts to the spiral of 
violence: fifteen years of local safety 
policies 

Particularly noteworthy is the turning point in public 
policies for handling violence in Medellin at the start of 
the 1990s. This change was characterized by the con-
sciousness among the political authorities of the city and 
other key stakeholders that other approaches should be 
used to address social conflicts, without neglecting the 
use of military force and the application of law and pun-
ishment. The presence of this awareness is reflected in 
the design of safety public policies, understanding that it 
might be mainly focused on addressing the social causes 
of violence

This change was manifested most strongly in two ad-
ministration periods (2001-2003, 2004-2007), but the 
effort began in previous years. A retrospective summary 
of the safety policies implemented by the various local 
governments in Medellin in recent decades can be found 
in the papers published by Angarita and Betancurt.  

Angarita classifies policies until 2003 in five periods. 
In a first period, set in the 1960s and 1970s, local com-
mittees were established to assume civic activities and 
some public functions to “contribute to beautifying the 
city” with activities of “social cleaning”, consisting of the 
temporal reclusion of beggars and small bandits. Years 
later, this “social cleansing” has transformed into peri-
odic murders of “undesirables”, socially justified by some 
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sectors arguing that justice does not operate. These facts 
reflected the absence of a public policy on safety and re-
veal the indifference or the lack of awareness of what was 
slowly developing in the social context of Medellin.

The second period runs from the late 1980s to the 
early 1990s. The city experienced a wave of violence and 
narco-terrorism. To address these dramatic challenges the 
national government set in motion, through a Presiden-
tial Advisory Council, a programme called Alternatives 
for the future of Medellin. This initiative was developed 
in the framework of the political enthusiasm generated 
by the new Constitution adopted in 1991 and had sev-
eral hits, one of which was that for the first time in the 
history of the city, organisations and leaders from very 
different backgrounds (employers, trade unionists, com-
munity, women, youth, churches, NGOs) were sum-
moned to work in a collaborative effort. However, in the 
second half of the 1990s, this programme was gradually 
dismantled, leaving many unfinished actions and a nos-
talgic taste of frustration among its participants, while 
the problems were still accumulating.

In the mid-1990s, a third period was marked by the 
adoption of a Security Strategic Plan for the city as 
part of the Municipal Development Plan. An Office 
for Peace and Coexistence was opened and specialized 
programmes to prevent violent conflicts were promoted. 
There was a better approach in confronting the various 
forms of violence, and for the first time the local govern-
ment developed a programme to promote a demobiliza-
tion process of militia groups.  Some achievements were 
made and some errors were committed and this was a big 
step forward compared to the gaps in the past. 

The fourth period was in the late 1990s and is deter-
mined by the implementation of the Citizen Coexistence 

Programme, designed and implemented with the support 
of the Interamerican Development Bank (IDB). This 
programme had some limitations from the beginning, 
generated by some of the conditions imposed by the 
IDB and by the insufficient commitment of the Mayor. 
Despite this, there was a process that aimed to give stra-
tegic responses and promoted some efforts for overcom-
ing the most significant causes of violence in the city. 

The fifth period represents 2001-2003. During this 
period there was a near paralysis of the IDB project, in 
the midst of bureaucratic and administrative difficul-
ties. In 2002, the national context was marked by the 
triumph of President Alvaro Uribe, whose emphasis was 
on enforcement and tough policies. This orientation was 
enthusiastically welcomed by the local administration. 

In addition to supporting the military operations de-
ployed in some critical areas of the city, the local govern-
ment had made proposals aimed at those associated with 
armed groups, which resulted in a programme called Re-
turn to Civility, which began in mid-2003. Initially this 
programme was not well-received by local armed groups, 
however, at the same time the national government ad-
vanced in a negotiation process with the paramilitary 
groups. As a result of these agreements, in November 
2003 more than 800 paramilitaries operating in the city 
were demobilized and began a reintegration process sup-
ported by the Municipality.   

A new administration took over in 2004, leading a 
broad coalition that unified new political forces around 
a proposal for reconciliation and social inclusion. The 
new Major began his period after the demobilization of 
the paramilitary group “Bloque Cacique Nutibara”, and 
the new administration agreed to carry on the imple-
mentation of the re-integration process, working very 

City of Metro terminal in Medellin, Colombia. © UN-HABITAT
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Some Results of the 2004-2007 Municipal 
Development Plan

Safety and Pacific Coexistence Component

•	 The registered investment in Safety and Pacific Coexistence 
Programmes represents approximately USD 80 million. 

•	 The main programmes implemented are: 

a)		R einforcement of the relationship between policy, civil 
authorities and community trough the operation of Lo-
cal Safety Committees.  

b)		  Improvement of justice infrastructure (Local Justice 
Houses)

c)		 Building of 20 Police Immediate Response Centers 
(CAI) and a new police station. 

d)		 The Peace and Reconciliation Programme, which seeks 
to re-socialize demobilized population (former soldiers 
of paramilitary groups) has 4,130 direct beneficiaries, 
participating in educational and communitarian pro-
grammes. 

e)		 The Youth Future Programme benefits 12,000 young 
people  who have the opportunity to participate in 
training activities (Education for Work, Values, Social 
Skills, Civic Responsibilities and Human Development)

f)		 A Manual was adopted on Peaceful Coexistence 
(popularizing the new Police Code) which was formu-
lated with the participation of 25,000 people. Some 
582,500 citizens participated in events oriented to the 
socialization of this new instrument.

g)		 A total of 24 civic agreements were signed around 
strategic projects implemented by the Municipality.

Participatory Budgeting Component

•	 More than 2,724 projects implemented by more than $ 
192,000 million of Colombian pesos (approx. USD95 mil-
lions, formulated in a participatory process and approved by 
the Communal Councils. 

•	 There were 8,806 Neighborhood Assemblies with 66,000 
participants. 

Social Urbanism Component

•	 A total of 497,000 square meters of public spaces gener-
ated within the Urban Integrated Prgrammes (PUI). 

•	 Five new park-libraries were built located in areas with the 
lowest human development indexes, equipped with 539 
computers and working to promote cultural and civic en-
counters. By December 2007, they were visited by about 
1,700,000 people. 

•	 Park EXPLORA, a cultural complex, was built with a total 
area of 37,250 m2 (15,354 m2 for public space). This park 
is visited by 400,000 people per year. 

•	 The Northeast PUI: The cumulative investment in the pe-
riod 2.004-2.007 in this critical area, with a very low HDI, 
exceeds $ 250 millions of dollars. The area now reflects a 
growing economy: 300 new businesses opened in these 
neighborhoods.

close with the National Government. To coordinate this 
process, the Municipality relaunched the Peace and Co-
existence Office with a new denomination, Peace and 
Reconciliation. A new approach in safety policies was 
adopted, based on a territorial perspective. 

Confluence of Safety and Urban 
Policies (2004-2007): Medellin’s 
Municipal Development Plan 

The Municipal Development Plan defined as its main 
objective, “to promote human development for all the peo-
ple in Medellin, which means the strengthening of the ca-
pabilities, opportunities and freedoms of citizens”. This ob-
jective would be achieved through the implementation 
of good governance and participation, social inclusion, 
productivity and competitiveness, a city for reconcilia-
tion and integration with the region and the world.

The Good Governance and Participation Compo-
nent was designed to face two main problems. First, the 
lack of legitimization of the state, which is expressed in 
politicking, corruption, distrust of in the public entities, 
lack of civic culture and non-recognition of the cultural 
diversity. To face this problem, the actions led to devel-
oping a new citizenship with a social ethic, to promote 
a cultural development, to guarantee the exercise of 
people’s participation and to strengthening governance. 

A second problem was the violence associated with the 
illegal armed groups who are disputing the territory, the 
high rates of murder, the privatization of safety and jus-
tice, and the forced displacement. These problems were 
attacked by preventing violent behaviors and promoting 
new ways and mechanisms for conflicts resolution.

The programmes and projects are articulated in four 
crosscutting strategies. These were civic culture, pro-
moting a cultural transformation of the city’s inhabit-
ants; community organisation and citizen participation, 
through the establishment of a municipal system for 
planning and social control; transparency and institu-
tional development, strengthening the administrative 
capacity to attend the communities’ demands and es-
tablishing new channels for public communication and 
finally security and co-existence, which included public 
policies oriented to prevent and control crime and vio-
lence, improve the management of public spaces, trans-
form and modernize safety and justice infrastructure, 
reintegrate the demobilized groups and to attend the 
prisons population. 

It is important to highlight that it was in this period 
(2004-2007) that an explicit confluence of safety poli-
cies began, with generation of public spaces, urban re-
newal, and socio-cultural programmes, in an innovative 
territorial approach described as “social urbanism”. 
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Informal Settlements Situation in Colombia

In the major cities of the country, 16% of residential area is occupied by informal settlements. However, they are significant differences 
between cities: Bogota (15%), Medellin (21%), Cali (9%), Barranquilla (28%) and Bucaramanga (7%).

Urban area of the precarious accessions

City Area (Has) Proportion of the  
residential area %

Bogotá 1,875 15

Medellin 1,323 21

Cali 405 9

Barranquilla 715 28

Bucaramanga 124 7

5 big cities 4,442 16

Cities > 300,000 hab 1,690 19

Cities 100, 000 - 300,000 hab. 1,031 24

Total national 30,145 24

Source: IGACy Catastros decentralized. Taken of DNP-Conpes 3305 of 2004. Calculations of DNP

Medellin: Pioneering national experiences 
on slum upgrading

The city has an important trajectory with social hous-
ing and slum upgrading programmes. Medellin is, with 
Bogota and Cali, one of the pioneering cities in Colom-
bia promoting slum-upgrading programmes through 
an integrated approach. The most relevant of these 
programmes was PRIMED (Medellin Slum-Upgrading 
Programme), whose territorial approach is based on the 
habitat’s attributes and is framed within the guidelines of 
the Urban and Social Housing Policy developed by the 
National Government in the 1995. In Colombia, a set of 
laws and policies was adopted, during this period, which 
was conducive for the adoption of municipal policies in 
this field, namely:  the Law on Urban Reform in 1989, 
the Law on Social Housing in 1991, the Municipal De-
velopment Plans and Public Services Acts in 1994.

Medellin Integrated Slum-Upgrading 
Programme, PRIMED 

PRIMED had two phases: phase 1 ran from 1993 to 
1997 and phase 2 from 1988 to 2003. The programme 
had two important background references: a munici-
pal project implemented in 1984 in the slums located 
around one of the city´s landfills (Moravia) which incor-
porated community participation and social inclusion 
components and the increased violence and insecurity 
that had affected the city since the mid-1980s, specially 
in the poorest areas. 

The rapid growth of informal settlements, home to 
48,800 families in 1993, and the increase in rates of vio-
lence led to the Presidential Council for Medellin and 
the Mayor of Medellin to promote and develop the pro-
gramme with funding from the National Government, 
the Municipality, the community and the German gov-
ernment through KFW Bank. For the intervention strat-
egy, different levels of informalitywere definedbased on 
physical, economic, social and juridical criteria. 

The main variables taken into account for this charac-
terization were geological suitability of the area, access 
to utilities, road plans, previous public programmes, 
levels of state intervention, socioeconomic status of the 
residents and their willingness to participate, the urban 
boundaries and geographic distribution.Three levels of 
informality were defined: 

•	 Level 1: areas comprising neighborhoods that are in 
the process of normalization with continuous inter-
vention by the Municipality, which require specific 
actions for improving housing and environment. 

•	 Level 2: areas conformed by neighborhoods in a con-
solidation process, requiring actions in basic infra-
structure, housing and tenure regularization. 

•	 Level 3: areas that need preventive habilitation and 
informal settlements occupied recently.
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The identification of these levels led to the priorities 
for action in the first phase of PRIMED to be those 
settlements on Level 2. The programme utilized an ap-
proach that defined zones and not neighborhoods as the 
level of intervention, believing that this definition con-
tributed to a more comprehensive land use planning, a 
more effective linking to the city level, a more efficient 
governmental intervention and a strengthening of par-
ticipatory mechanisms. 

The programme defined six specific objectives. These 
were the establishment of adequate planning and man-
agement, community participation, physical upgrading, 
house improvement and relocation, legalization of ten-
ure and geological hazard mitigation. The components 
included in the two Phases and their respective percent-
ages were: 

As can be seen, in the first phase the slum upgrading, 
house improvement and relocation components repre-
sented 78.4% of total investment, showing the emphasis 
on the physical-territorial component of the programme. 
In the second phase, the percentages of each component 
of investment had some little variations to increase the 
investment in slum upgrading without affecting the fo-
cus of the programme.

PRIMED has been listed as one of the most success-
ful slum upgrading programme in Colombia and is an 
important reference point in Latin America. In the first 
phase, the funding came from national entities (31.4% 
mostly from the subsidies fund); international co-op-
eration through the German bank KFW (contributing 
31.3%); the Municipality (24.6 %) and the community 
(12.5%). In Phase II the Municipality increased its con-
tribution to 62.2%, the national government dropped 
to 22.2%, the German government to 12.2% and the 
community to 3.4%.

As mentioned, within the strategic components the 
community participation had a relevant role, establish-
ing three types of actions: 

•	 Supporting promotion and dissemination activities 
of the programme in the intervention areas 

•	 	Training activities, in order to qualify and provide 
tools to communities for their active participation in 
designing and defining the zonal investment plans

•	 	Participatory planning processes

For this purpose, different structures and opportuni-
ties were created for participation, such as the Thematic 
Committees and the Area Committees. Although the 
increase in violence in the city and particularly in hu-
man settlements with the highest indices of social exclu-
sion was one of the main motivations for the launch of 
PRIMED, none of the two phases included a compo-
nent specifically oriented to the issue of safety and crime 
prevention. These issues were managed separately by the 
Government Secretary in co-ordination with the nation-
al government. 

COMPONENTS PHASE I PHASE II

Planning and Management 3.6%

Legalization of Tenure 3.9% 1.6%

Slum-upgrading 38.3% 58%

House Improvement and Relocation 40.9% 26.5%

Hazard Mitigation 0.5%

Community Participation 4.4% 3,8%

Administration and Consultants 8.4% 10.1%

Source: UN-HABITAT, 2005

PRIMED - Components Phases l and ll  
(% of Total Investment)

City of Medellin, Colombia. © UN-HABITAT
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Integrated Urban Programme (PUI,Comuna 
Nororeintal) – Medellin

General Definitions: An Integrated Urban Programme (PUI) 
is defined as an urban intervention model that integrates the 
physical and social components within an inter-sectoral and 
participatory framework, aiming at solving specific problems of 
the communities that inhabit a territory affected by the dynam-
ics of poverty and exclusion and which has suffered a general 
absence of the state. The first PUI was developed at Comunas 1 
and 2 of Medellin, which have the lower human development 
indexes in the city.The methodology is designed so that all 
public entities’ work is co-ordinated by a management board 
and the community accompanying the ongoing process, giving 
legitimacy and sustainability to all interventions. 

Scope: The area of influence of the Metrocable (aerial branch 
of the subway system built in the northeastern part of the city). 
It benefits 150,000 people in 12 neighborhoods of the Comu-
nas 1 and 2 (158 hectares).

Components: Improvement of houses in high risk areas, 
generation of public spaces, improvement of mobility, environ-
mental programmes and provision and improvement of urban 
facilities. All these components are articulated through an inter-
sectoral and consultative management mechanism. 

Investment: $436,000 million Colombian pesos (approx. USD 
$200 million).

Main Interventions:

•	 125,000 square meters of public spaces generated or im-
proved

•	 18 new parks  (eight neighborhoods have parks for the first 
time)

•	 Park-Library Santo Domingo

•	 Zonal Centre for Economic Development (CEDEZO)

•	 four pedestrian bridges and eight high level crossings in the 
Lineal Park Quebrada La Herrera

•	 four pedestrian paths (2.8 lineal Km)

•	 slum-upgrading project in Juan Bobo neighborhood (Habi-
tat Best Practices Award 2008)

•	 eleven fairs organised with micro entrepreneurs of this zone

•	 twenty-five community events oriented to promote pacific 
co-existence with more than 300,000 participants

Main Impacts: 

•	 investment in social and cultural programmes is four times 
more than in the construction of the Metrocable, the main 
investment in physical infrastructure

•	 some 92% of the workforce are residents of the area ben-
efiting from the intervention in an area where unemploy-
ment rate is 40%

•	 a 300% increase in trade in the sector and, with the cre-
ation of a commercial boulevard in the sector, commercial 
establishments in this street rose from 18 to 239 

•	 significant reduction of rates of violence and insecurity, 
mainly in intra-familiar violence and burglary

•	 promotion of new community leaderships, strengthening of 
social and community organisations and increasing levels of 
citizen participation

Social Urbanism: An innovative approach 
with promising results

As a start to the new millennium, the Municipality 
started to test an approach that articulated more clearly 
safety and peaceful co-existence policies in the urban 
improvement programmes implemented in critical ar-
eas (slums and low-income neighborhoods) of the city. 
This new approach was included within the Municipal 
Development Plan (2004-2007). As one of the central 
elements of this plan there were a series of programmes 
aimed at the urban and social transformation of the most 
excluded areas of the city, which are grouped under the 
concept of Social Urbanism. 

Social Urbanism principles are based on the explicit 
assumption that the physical planning interventions 
should be supported on the recognition of citizens as 
the key actor.It is assumed that any territorial interven-
tion and public infrastructure investment should be sup-
ported from its inception in processes that ensure the 
equitable ownership of the city by the widest range of 
social segments and pursue a more equitable and livable 
city. All actions were undertaken within the framework 
of integrated urban interventions, which is constantly 
accompanied by the communities as main supporters 
and promoters of the projects. It must be conceived with 
the people and must be built with the people. 

This type of urban interventions aim to pay the histor-
ical social debt of the city with the poorest communities, 
balancing the territory inequalities through the creation 
of qualified public spaces that facilitate people’s interac-
tion, the provision and improvement of urban facilities 
and the development of housing programmes in risky 
areas.

The generation of public spaces is one of the most out-
standing components and thus promotes: 

•	 Opportunities for people to meet one another and 
the peaceful co-existence of citizens;

•	 	Reaffirmation of the meaning of public;

•	 	Generation of political subjects that promotes the 
transformation of the city. 

The provision and improvement of urban facilities and 
infrastructure component includes: 

•	 Building of high quality public facilities and infra-
structure such as libraries, schools and parks;

•	 	Improvement of existing damaged or poor-quality 
infrastructure;

•	 	Building urban paths and bridges in low-income 
neighborhoods, creating the possibility for moving 
from one place to another through adequate and 
pleasant streets where new ways of co-existence are 
promoted.



17

A
N

 IN
TE

G
RA

TE
D

 U
PG

RA
D

IN
G

 IN
IT

IA
TI

VE
 B

Y 
M

U
N

IC
IP

A
L 

AU
TH

O
RI

TI
ES

:  
 

A 
CA

SE
 S

TU
DY

 O
F 

M
ED

EL
LI

N

17
Within the housing component were included two pro-

cesses: 

•	 Generation of new housing programmes in areas of 
expansion, creating alternatives for the relocation of 
population living in areas of high vulnerability;

•	 	Slum upgrading programmes, which has helped to 
improve conditions of populations located in areas 
with high risk.

These projects were implemented in areas of the city 
with low human development indexes and accentuated 
problems of violence and social conflicts. The main in-
strument used to operate the concept of Social Urbanism 
is the Integrated Urban Programme (PUI, abbreviated in 
Spanish).Bellow follows a more detailed description of 
the objectives and results of the first PUI implemented 
in the city.

The Present Phase (2008-2011)
The administration elected for the period 2008-2011 

supports the continuation and deepening of the Social 
Urbanism approach as one of the best evaluated policies 
of the former Municipal Development Plan. The new 
mayor declared that Social Urbanism is based on three 
pillars: 

•	 Urban renewal and social transformation of a city to 
find a balance for a life in society.

•	 	Promotion of public spaces that allow all citizens to 
enjoy them and encounter with others regardless of 
their race and their economic position.

•	 	Public education and culture, conceived as tools for 
the development of the city and society, and key ele-
ments for inclusion and equity.

As a result of the priority given to such interventions, 
the new City Plan increases the PUIs from two to six: 
the continuation of the PUI Comuna 13 and the start 
of the PUI Center East, the PUI Iguana Creek, the PUI 
Altavista, the PUI Northwest and the PUI Moravia.

More explicit integration between 
Urban Interventions and Security 
Policies

One of the most important advances in the concep-
tualization of the new Municipal Development Plan of 
Medellin is the more explicit integration between the 
Integrated Urban interventions with the Safety Policies. 

This is expressed in the Inter-Institutional Agreement 
“Safety Contours and Surroundings for Pacific Coexis-
tence” that have been signed by the Secretary of Gov-
ernment, responsible for safety policies, with the Urban 
Development Corporation (EDU), responsible for the 

implementation of the Integrated Urban Programmes. 

Through this agreement, the municipal government 
plans to implement the Slum Upgrading Programmes 
(PMIB) of the Municipal Plan (2008-20011) including 
from the first steps, the promotion of local alternatives 
for Urban Safety within the urban areas of intervention, 
which aim to deal with the three factors affecting urban 
security: social development, physical environmental 
and institutional performance. 

To accomplish this task they will use the Social Hous-
ing Fund of Medellin - FOVIMED - as a financial in-
strument and the Secretariat of Government and the Ur-
ban Development Corporation - EDU - as the executing 
agency responsible for the technical feasibility and the 
co-ordination of housing projects. This agreement, cur-
rently under way, involves three phases.

Phase 1: Planning

Stage 1 – Situational Assessment: to identify the dif-
ferent physical, economic and environmental 
aspects of each area, causing social conflicts at 
family and community levels that stimulate or 
generate violence in the communities. 

Stage 2 – Awareness raising, information and consulta-
tion: to produce and disseminate information 
about the various components of the project in 
order to motivate the community to commit 
and participate.

Phase 2: Implementation

Stage 1 – Application of the Manual for Peaceful Co-ex-
istence (developed by the Municipality through 
a consultative process): to promote processes 
of appropriation and community activities on 
civic culture and peaceful co-existence based on 
the principles of the Manual for Peaceful Co-
existence, in the communities with developing 
processes of social housing and resettlement. 

Stage 2 – Subscription of Civic Pacts: building through 
participatory processes with different actors in 
the PUI´s areas oriented to peaceful use of pub-
lic spaces and public venues with the  strength-
ening of community life and social relation-
ships. 

Stage 3 – Proposal for Urban Design: production of an 
urban design proposal to reflect a situational 
prevention approach – the modification of the 
physical environment to eliminate conditions 
that facilitate crime.

Phase 3: Monitoring, Assessment and Systematization

Stage 1 – To monitor and evaluate the educational and 
training processes developed in the community, 
in order to measure the impact generated by the 
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project “Safety Contours and Surroundings for 
Pacific Coexistence”, these activities will be con-
ducted in three urban areas with these types of 
interventions:  housing projects in slum upgrad-
ing areas, housing projects in areas for urban ex-
pansion, and housing projects in urban renewal 
areas.

The areas where the planning phase of this new ap-
proach is implementing are four areas where the Slum 
Upgrading Programme prioritizes their interventions 
in this period: Núcleo Cerro Santo Domingo, Núcleo 
Nororiental Alta, Núcleo Comuna 13,and Núcleo Co-
munas 8 y 9 Santa Elena.

Key Challenges
The main challenges of the process that has taken place 

in Medellin are: 

•	 Constant tensions faced trying to balance between 
its conceptual and political approaches and demands 
- often contradictory – with the vision and policies 

promoted by the national entities (ministries and se-
curity forces) and this is common to all Colombian 
local authorities

•	 Pressure from the media and public opinion that 
demands more and more safety, and that often does 
recognize the progress achieved in reducing crime 
figures. The perception of insecurity increasing from 
time to time can be due the resonance of certain cases 
in the media, and is not always related to a real de-
terioration.

•	 Impact of the regional context as municipalities and 
neighboring rural regions generate dynamics of vio-
lence and insecurity associated with the internal con-
flict in the country, which often impact negatively 
the city. Medellin is currently affected by territorial 
and power disputes between illegal armed groups 
(guerrillas, paramilitaries and drug traffickers) in An-
tioquia and other neighboring departments.

•	 Sustainability of the model, which needs to be con-
solidated and institutionalized. Social urbanism, as an 
approach that integrates social, cultural and physical 
interventions with safety policies and programmes, 

Medellin, Colombia. © UN-HABITAT
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needs to be taken on by all sectoral institutions and 
urban stakeholders.

Lessons Learnt
The advances made by Medellin, which made it begin 

to be seen as a flagship for urban and safety policies, are 
based on a set of principles. Social urbanism is based on 
the idea that any territorial intervention should be based 
on an integrated social management process. Under this 
approach, the six elements that underpin any urban in-
tervention are:

•	 Action through integrated urban projects, promoted 
in areas with higher rates of exclusion and inequality

•	 Carefully planned and efficiently implemented in-
terventions, adopting an integrated schedule for the 
various interventions of municipal units, and operat-
ing through an integrated management

•	 Cultural and educational facilities designed as sym-
bolic references that aim to dignify the most exclud-
ed communities, with high quality design and a wide 
range of cultural offer 

•	 New social housing and upgrading programmes tar-
geted to the most vulnerable, including specific alter-
natives for relocation of families living in risk areas

•	 Recovery of streets and public space as a fundamen-
tal value through promoting an intensive programme 
that includes boulevards, linear parks and emblem-
atic streets that reconnect these areas with the city

•	 Safety and citizens’ co-existence are assumed, more 
and more explicitly, as inseparable elements in the 
upgrading and renewal projects, now being incorpo-
rated from the earliest planning and design stages of 
integrated urban programmes

Perhaps the main lesson to be learned from the expe-
rience of Medellin is that the best investment govern-
ments can do is what is defined and led by the com-

munity. Many of the projects promoted under the social 
urbanism approach are the result of a participatory ex-
ercise that was institutionalized in the city. Through the 
participatory budgeting, communities prioritize their 
needs and collectively express their dreams and ideals of 
the city.

Young people are the priority in social and urban poli-
cies and key actors for social and situational prevention 
programmes implemented within the priority areas. The 
type of public spaces generated and recovered, youth-
oriented employment generation programmes and the 
specific strategies targeted to youth at risk reflect this 
decision.

The turning point in the policy implemented by the 
Municipality of Medellin was the adoption of an ap-
proach that seeks to overcome the stereotypes that placed 
on one side the perpetrators and in the other the victims, 
that stigmatize some areas of the city as dangerous and 
sources of violence; that think that in the same areas in 
which violence occurs and criminality are forging life 
and hope. This approach responds to the purpose of ad-
vancing beyond the reduction of homicides and crimes 
in critical areas, generating alternative solutions to re-
cover the voice and the dignity of those who have been 
excluded from the right to the city, either by poverty or 
by violence.

“The combination of safety policies and social investments 
was thought for these projects as an inseparably couple. 
Nothing is isolated”.

Jesus Ramirez, Government Secretary of Medellin, 
2009. 

“Modern lifts, schools and libraries help transform poor 
neighborhoods of Medellin into a model to combat 
violence”.

O Estadão, São Paulo, 2008.

“Medellin has changed. Four years were enough to 
make a radical change that transformed a conurbation 
of ghettos in a city for all, taking to the streets a society 
that has lived hidden in their homes for years because 
of fear.”

El País, Madrid, 2008.

Medellin, Colombia. © UN-HABITAT
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SAFETY AND SECUrITY IN SETTLEMENT UPGrADING: 
THE CASE OF PAPUA NEW GUINEA

Donovan Storey

Port Moresby, Papua New Guinea. © UN-HABITAT
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Urbanisation and informal settlement 
development in urban Papua New 
Guinea

Papua New Guinea remains a predominately rural 
country. Only around 20% of its 6.3 million popula-
tion lives in urban areas. However, it is undergoing a 
rapid and diffi  cult urban transformation which poses 
a number of serious challenges. Critical amongst these 
are: increasing poverty, high rates of informal settlement 
growth, absence of key services, inadequate infrastruc-
ture, and sustained crisis of urban crime and insecurity. 
Eff ective urban institutions and planning mechanisms 
have yet to emerge to meet these challenges. Th is has 
meant that many of the problems Papua New Guinea’s 
towns and cities are facing have rarely been addressed 
eff ectively.

Th is study draws upon primary documents, second-
ary materials and previous research experience related 
to the growth of Papua New Guinea’s urban informal 
settlements and the responses of urban authorities in the 
form of upgrading. Limited data exists on informal set-
tlements in Papua New Guinea, hindering both research 
and policy. As well, for a number of years there has been 
no systematic upgrading policy with regards to the coun-
try’s rapidly growing informal settlements. 

Often informal settlements are seen as havens for 
the country’s infamous criminals (or raskols), and thus 
broadly undeserving of development. While in recent 
years there have been invocations of partnerships regard-
ing the mobilisation of customary land for urban devel-
opment, and subsequently services and infrastructure, 
there has been limited actual implementation. When 
upgrading strategies in Papua New Guinea have been 
pursued in the development of land, the extension of 
services or the provision of infrastructure, this has of-
ten resulted in increased social tension and competition. 
Th is study seeks to outline why this is the case, and in so 
doing illustrate the complexities of upgrading in Papua 
New Guinea1.    
1  The focus of the study will predominantly be on the largest city and capital, 

Port Moresby, though reference will also be made to several provincial urban 

Urban informality & the limits of 
planning

Th e 2000 Census indicated that Port Moresby2 had a 
population of 254,000, but numerically this is probably 
only half the story. Current estimates, even of govern-
ment departments and planners including the National 
Statistics Offi  ce itself, suggest the ‘real’ population to be 
at least the double, around 500,000. Of this number at 
least half live in partially planned or unplanned informal 
settlements, though data is limited. 

Largely driven by high rates of migration (offi  cially 
3.6% annually), many of Port Moresby’s estimated 100-
plus informal settlements represent a milieu of cultural 
identities and affi  liations, especially given that Papua 
New Guinea is a country made up of an estimated 
800-plus language groups. Th e Two Mile settlement il-
lustrates the typically rich ethnic diversity of settlement 
demography in Papua New Guinea, as showed in fi gure 
one below. 

Th e growth of settlements has been considerable in re-
cent years. In the late 1980s it was estimated that Port 
Moresby had around 40 settlements, 16 of which had un-
dergone some upgrading and service provision through 
the 1980s. Today those numbers are much greater, with 
the proportion of ‘improved’ sites a great deal less. 

Even in places where upgrading has taken place in one 
form or another, many of these improvements have long 
since been vandalized or abandoned. Consequently, in 
the vast majority of urban informal settlements today 
there is little in the way of legally obtained infrastruc-
ture and services. What limited urban policy exists has 
instead focused on the discouragement of settlement and 
the denial of water, sanitation and tenure security.

experiences.
2 Port Moresby lies within the National Capital District (NCD) and is administered 

by the National Capital District Commission (NCDC). The NCDC enjoys local 
government status, but not governance of policing, which remains under 
national purview.
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32% Central 
Province

14%Western 
Province

28% Eastern 
Highlands

3% Other 
Provinces

5% Other 
Highlands

7% Western 
Province

11%Chimbu

Source: Donovan Storey

Figure 1.1: Two Mile Settlement 2002

Similar patterns and rates of growth are evident in 
a number of other major urban centres outside of the 
National Capital District (NCD), particularly Goroka 
(30,000), Lae (120,000) and Mount Hagen (80,000). 
Here almost all population growth is occurring in infor-
mal settlements, typically on customary land in the form 
of peri-urban ‘villages’. 

Such settlement occurs via ‘rental agreements’, often 
verbal, between migrants and landowners. Consequent-
ly, in the case of Goroka, only two of the city’s estimated 
eight largest settlements are on state land, are formally 
recognized, and are considered for upgrading funding. 
The last significant attempt to do so was as part of a 
national sites-and-services and upgrading policy in the 
1980s. Today, these two sites are the densest in terms 
of population and what services and infrastructure were 
put in place have long been overrun and severely dete-
riorated.

Indeed, despite their informality or perhaps due to it, 
most migrants and poorer residents prefer the greater 
space of peri-urban settlements with the greater likeli-
hood of access to gardens3, water (via creeks) and (open) 
toilets. These locations of course also provide the greatest 
challenges for upgrading: there is reluctance from cus-
tomary leaders to allow planning and infrastructure to

3	 Gardening is a critically important source of food but also income. A recent 
study on urban gardening in Port Moresby estimated that half the city’s fresh 
green produce (approximately 50 tons) was grown in informal settlements.

 be developed on ‘their’ land, and authorities rarely rec-
ognise that such communities have the right to such ‘ur-
ban’ services. Indeed, prevailing beliefs that settlements 
are havens for criminals, organised crime, and commu-
nicable diseases such as HIV result in little public sector 
desire to divert scarce resources to peri-urban areas. 

These views, that informal settlements are primarily 
dysfunctional and dangerous areas, were even expressed 
in the Goroka Rapid Urban Sector Profiling for Sus-
tainability (RUSPS)4 exercise. Yet, there is often little in 
the way of research to support such prejudices covering 
some 60% of the city’s population5.  

Despite clear and growing need, urban planning strat-
egy for many years has been the active denial of settle-
ment integration into the urban fabric. This is com-
pounded by the widespread lack of resources devoted to 
dealing with urban issues. Public resources to meet the 
needs of the city’s settlements are but a fraction of what 
is required. Even limited public housing systems are on 
the verge of collapse, with the National Housing Corpo-
ration (NHC) largely insolvent and the subject of a full 
audit in 20086. 

4	 RUSPS  is an accelerated action-oriented assessment of urban conditions in 
a city. It entails undertaking a rapid analysis of the current urban situation in 
thematic areas with relevant stakeholders.

5	  For example, UN-HABITAT Goroka City Profile, pages 5 & 17.
6	  ‘PNG Housing corporation target of probe’. Post-Courier, September 24, 

2008.
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Goroka, Papua New Guinea. © UN-HABITAT

This has also meant that there has been little in the 
way of a strategic response to settlement growth. The 
National Capital District (NCD) Urban Development 
Plan offers little in the way of planning for settlements 
other than noting problems resulting from illegality, 
among others, and is wholly silent on issues of crime 
and safety. The National Capital District Commission’s 
(NCDC) Settlement Strategic Plan2007-11, developed 
by the NCDC to more specifically deal with informal 
settlements, lacks resources and institutional support. 
Though the Plan identifies two pilot project sites, these 
have not been pursued through to implementation. In 
neither pilot was safety specifically identified as a signifi-
cant threat to project objectives, or related to outcomes. 

The lack of a critical mass of upgrading initiatives is 
due to limited resources and capacity but it also reflects 
the difficulty of controlling settlement and patterns of 
development on customary land - which accounts for 
around 40% of land area within the NCD, for example - 
and peri-urban areas, where formal authorities have lim-
ited regulatory power. It further reflects a broader policy 
view that those in peri-urban settlements do not have 
any rights to services, infrastructure and security – a view 
held in much of Melanesia (Storey 2003). 

The lack of government commitment toward settle-
ment upgrading –and indeed the active avoidance of it– 
is coupled with an emerging crisis of urban poverty and 
thus affordability. With the majority of the urban work-
ing population earning barely more than a subsistence 
income - even formal sector workers only earn around 
K80 or US$30 a fortnight7 - urban poverty is at crisis 
levels in many of Papua New Guinea’s cities. A Gordon 
(Port Moresby) resident remarked to a national news-
paper story on housing affordability ‘Olgetape go long 
haus rent namipelabaikaikaiwanem [All our fortnightly 
earnings is consumed by the rental fees. What are we 
going to eat?]8. With few opportunities to escape pov-
erty, many urban residents, particularly those living on 
customary land, have been historically reluctant to pay 
for infrastructure and services, even when there has been 
a possibility of such benefits resulting from token fees.

Settlement Upgrading: tracing an 
irregular commitment 

In Papua New Guinea urbanisation is clearly placing 
great burdens on infrastructure, basic services, and en-
vironmental health. Poorer neighborhoods, especially 
informal settlements, are characterized by a lack of infra-
structure services often resulting from their ‘illegal’ ten-
ure status or lack of power to shape public expenditure. 

7	  In contrast, rental rooms with shared facilities in the city’s informal 
settlements can cost as much as PGK150 (US$60) a week.

8	  ‘Port Moresby rents go through roof’. The National, January 11, 2006.

A lack of lighting and roads accentuates problems of 
dangerous and isolated spaces. Nevertheless, the popu-
lar connection between settlement populations and the 
country’s problematic urban crime situation has tended 
to prevail in public policy, meaning that the extension of 
services and infrastructure to informal settlements has 
been given limited priority or commitment over time.

Where sites and service and upgrading programmes 
have taken place, initially as part of the National Set-
tlement Policy (1973) and then in the 1980s and early 
1990s, gains have been rapidly lost through demand 
pressures, a lack of cost record and land disputes. Squat-
ting around improved areas also led to conflict between 
‘formal’ and ‘informal’ residents. Wantok (relative/kin-
ship ties) demands on infrastructure and services have 
led to unsustainable use patterns and sabotage of facili-
ties when services were no longer sustained or provided. 

Conflict over land affected by upgrading and ‘squat-
ting’ have also often resulted in conflict and dispute, and 
the reluctance of landowners to make further land avail-
able for development. Coupled with a equal reluctance 
of urban managers to develop informal settlements and 
a declining level of managerial and technical capacity, 
there has been over time a gradual abandonment of a 
number of earlier upgrading efforts, often furthering 
tensions between residents, authorities and recently 
private sector providers. Nonetheless, it is important to 
note that the challenges of urban development in Papua 
New Guinea are greater than the upgrading of individual 
settlements. As Abbott (2002: 308) has stated, ‘a settle-
ment cannot be isolated from the city of which it is part’. 
Even wealthy and formal settlements suffer from inad-
equate services, loss of water, electricity and deteriorat-
ing infrastructure.
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Goroka, Papua New Guinea. © UN-HABITAT

Crime & safety concerns
It is difficult to seriously tackle the development issues 

facing urban Papua New Guinea without reference to 
crime and its impact on safety and urban policy. Papua 
New Guinea’s cities and towns have suffered from de-
teriorating levels of safety for much of the period since 
independence in 1975. In the Pacific Island region Port 
Moresby, Mount Hagen and Lae have earned somewhat 
of a benchmark reputation for high levels of crime and 
violence. Port Moresby is regularly selected as one of the 
world’s most dangerous and least livable cities because 
of its high crime rate, poor public facilities and services, 
and high levels of poverty. 

Crimes range from petty theft and burglary to more 
substantial incidences of armed robbery, pack rapes and 
hijacking of public and private transport.  This has cre-
ated a number of well-known unsafe areas, most notably 
but not confined to ‘the settlements’9. Raskols (‘youth’ 
criminals) are often the principal targets for public anger 
over crime, and are often linked to one or more informal 
settlements. However, research on raskolism by Goddard 
(2001) and Dinnen (2001) has demonstrated that ras-
kol gangs can equally encompass poor and middle class 
males and neighborhoods. 

9	  The term ‘settlement’ is often used in Melanesian cities to refer to informal 
settlements or slums. While seen more positive and accurate than ‘slum’, 
‘settlement’ has begun to take on a pejorative meaning. Being referred 
to as coming from a ‘settlement’ is more often than not likely to result in 
stigmatisation, especially for youth.   

In reality, violent crime can occur at any time and 
place, which heightens a sense of public unease and esca-
lates the fear of crime beyond perhaps the actual threat. 
Still, it has become common for settlements to be con-
nected to broader urban insecurity, and raskols to much 
of the criminal activity which takes place. Port Moresby, 
in particular, is a dangerous place and there have been 
few successful interventions, either in policing or pre-
vention. While ‘strong’ police responses were initially 
seen as the most appropriate and hoped for effective re-
sponse, the police in recent years have been seen as part 
of the problem of escalating violence and ‘payback’. In-
deed, raskol gangs may seek open confrontation with the 
police as part of their ‘badge of honour’ and struggle for 
power. In turn, police responses of beatings, torture and 
murder are seen as the only recourse open to control in-
dividuals and communities, especially given frustrations 
with the efficacy of justice systems in handling juvenile 
crime and violence.  

There is little doubt that the security situation in Port 
Moresby, and in regional centres such as Mount Hagen 
and Lae, reflects but also contributes to high levels of 
poverty and restricts the ability of government, civil so-
ciety and the private sector to extend and maintain in-
frastructure and services. Many settlements in Port Mo-
resby have limited access to services because private and 
public providers cannot operate safely in a number of ar-
eas. Infrastructure maintenance is often the most needed 
in communities effectively considered ‘no go’ zones. 
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This reinforces marginality and poverty in general 

and also a decreasing level of access to potable water; 
problems with waterborne diseases through high faecal 
counts; a high level of communicable disease through 
overcrowding; problems with solid waste disposal and 
limited safe space at night, due to the lack of public 
lighting. A lack of safety in settlements has discouraged 
private sector investment in infrastructure development 
and service deli. 

In Papua New Guinea fear and insecurity are driven 
by endemic levels of domestic violence, youth gangs/
raskols and the ineffectiveness and corruption associated 
with policing (NRI 2006: 3). Urban crime in many cit-
ies is increasing and in some, such as Port Moresby, has 
become a part of daily life. A UN-HABITAT report in 
2005 (pp.36-37) indicated that ‘typical’ crimes included 
burglary, carjacking, assault, drug dealing, pretty crime 
and other property crime; that most perpetrators were 
aged between 15-20 years old; and that nearly half of all 
crimes (48%) involved violence. More than two-thirds of 
households surveyed in Port Moresby in 2005 reported 
that they had been the victim of crime over the previous 
12 months, while more than half reported having been 
affected by two or more types of crime (multiple crimes) 
over the same period (NRI 2006:12). 

Insecurity and violence, though, is not limited to Port 
Moresby. Victimisation surveys undertaken in 2004-5 
(NRI 2007) indicated Lae residents faced higher levels 
of crime than Port Moresby. Across Papua New Guinea 
similar threats to safety held, notably that between 61-
78% of urban households reported being a victim of 
crime in the previous twelve months; that respondents 
felt that safety was deteriorating and that community 
cohesion was the most important factor in creating safer 
communities. Of note, communities also sought more 
secure compounds; less household crowding and greater 
community participation in crime prevention – all fun-
damental goals of settlement upgrading. 

Recorded crime levels in Papua New Guinea are high, 
yet this is despite much crime and violence in poorer and 
more marginal communities going unreported. Typically 
people are wary of involving police agencies and the legal 
system which they do not see as representative of their 
values and interests. Those known to have committed 
crime will in many instances have wantok (kinship ties) 
in the police force and/or legal sector and will use these 
connections to avoid prosecution, making the report-
ing of offences pointless and even counterproductive to 
victims. Police are often perceived as not interested in 
pursuing reported crime.

The impact of urban crime and insecurity has social 
costs. For small island economies and generally tight-
knit social structures these costs are particularly high. In 
mapping the incidence of crime it is clear that in most 
urban areas both the perpetrators and victims of crime 
live in the same or nearby communities. Surveys have 
shown that in Papua New Guinea people were more 
concerned about the level of safety in their own house-
hold and community than the city as a whole, result-
ing in an emphasis on linking community development, 
safety, and opportunity. 

Settlement policy as a source of 
conflict 

Government policies towards informal settlements, 
when they have been evident, have often exhibited high 
levels of intolerance. Demolition and calls for settle-
ments to be cleared and residents to be ‘sent home’ are 
frequent, and a new wave of state violence was evident 
again in 2009. This denial of rights and attribution of 
the ills of urban development to settlers prevails in the 
press commentary and permeates social and institutional 
consciousness (Koczberski et.al. 2001). It has arguably 
resulted in a deliberate strategy of ‘de-servicing’ informal 
settlements; that is the active denial of essential services 
and infrastructure to growing communities in order to 
dissuade current and future settlement as well as punish 
communities blamed for crime.  

Although a Settlements Strategic Plan is in place, there 
have been limited resources employed to support imple-
mentation. Typically, in the absence of state policy, po-
lice action has determined relations. Indeed, attacks and 
clearances of settlements are often at times in variance 
with official policy on housing and settlements. As an ex-
ample, in June 2009 heavily armed police escorted trac-
tors which destroyed houses, shops, food gardens and 
illegal power and water connections in Five Mile settle-
ment after a recent spike in violence10. 

During the operation, which was promised to be one 
of several, policemen were ordered to brukimlek nah an 
(break legs and hands) of those in defiance to clean up 
campaigns directed at alcohol sales11. Somewhat ironi-
cally, this ‘cleaning up’ was followed by a call from the 
police for government to invest in affordable housing, 
infrastructure, social services and planning for the city’s 
rapidly growing informal settlements12. In short, polic-
ing has become de-facto settlement policy where no na-
tional and coordinated strategy exists13.

10	 ‘Port Moresby squatter settlement demolished by police’, Radio Australia June 
26, 2009.

11	 ‘PNG Police stomp unlicensed food vendors’. The National, June 29, 2009.
12	 ‘PNG government should provide affordable housing’. The National, June 28, 

2009.
13	 Such hostilities have not been confined to housing but also include a broad 

simmering conflict with informal sector workers which has characterised 
relations between the poor and authorities, most notably in Port Moresby, for 
a number of years. 
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The dynamics of settlement upgrading 
and conflict

Responses to crime tend to elicit different responses 
from urban residents and politicians, but are critical to 
the level of support or otherwise to settlement upgrading 
and development.  Though the poor are far more affect-
ed by crime their voices are manifestly absent from pol-
icy dialogue. Generally ‘elite’ perspectives prevail, that 
see informal settlements as havens for crime and crimi-
nals. Common responses typically involve the demand 
to ‘clear’ settlements, control population movement, or 
send migrants ‘home’. Such responses though have the 
effect of reinforcing marginality, destroying capital and 
exacerbating poverty. 

It is important to note that people often seek to live 
in settlements with wantok for reasons of security (Ivoro 
2003). On the other hand, those living within unsafe 
areas wish to see a more positive and effective response 
to their problems, which includes addressing crime but 
also positively address poverty, a lack of infrastructure 
and socio-economic marginalization. Several surveys in 
Papua New Guinea have also highlighted that visibility 
of policing, especially at the level of community and in 
the form of police posts, is also seen as important. 

The importance of ‘soft’ infrastructure
To date upgrading efforts have been limited to formal-

ly recognized settlements on public land such as Goroka 
in the 1980s. These have tended to focus on the physical 
and infrastructure needs of communities. Less empha-
sis has been towards issues the poor themselves see as 
vital in community development – employment, social 
cohesion, and safety. It is often these ‘softer’ needs of 
settlement development that go unmet. Yet, the ‘hard’ 
gains of infrastructure may be quickly lost, through poor 
maintenance, unregulated community use, a lack of 
‘ownership’ and community conflicts. 

In Papua New Guinea, there are examples where com-
munity members of informal settlements have managed 
to negotiate basic water and electricity provision, but of-
ten this has been destroyed over time or terminated by 
providers through lack of payment. Often residents do 
not see payment as being their responsibility, and infra-
structure and services to be solely the job of government. 
That wantok connections or patronage relationships with 
politicians will result in ‘free’ provision are widely shared 
faiths in many informal settlements. It is clear then that 
managing risks, expectations and community power dy-
namics is crucial to the successful and sustainable imple-
mentation and maintenance of community development 
projects (Muke&Gonno, 2005).  

Upgrading, conflict & land
Upgrading poses considerable and unique challenge 

when customary land is involved in the extension and 
provision of infrastructure and services. Often, the costs 
of ‘compensation’ prove to be prohibitive, especially for 
local government but also for private/public service pro-
viders. This was the experience in Mount Hagen in the 
early 1990s, where water supply projects led to conflict 
with customary landowners who claimed compensation 
and threatened violence if such development went ahead. 

The extension of infrastructure such as power lines 
and pipes has provided great difficulties for peri-urban 
informal settlements when such development results in 
even the minor impact on land. This creates strong disin-
centives for service providers as future maintenance also 
involves continuing negotiation, invariably including 
compensation claims and/or threats14. Even upgrading 
communities on ‘freehold’ land in a context where cus-
tomary land prevails creates somewhat of an opportunity 
cost for customary leaders, settlers, landowners and gov-
ernment agencies alike. 

Upgrading experiences in Africa have shown that if 
upgrading leads to higher costs through cost recovery, 
residents will move to less expensive informal settlements 
on customary land. Informal systems and relationships 
which have built up over periods of time in ‘unimproved’ 
communities may indeed be favoured, prevail and ul-
timately be more beneficial for people than the newer 
networks created in upgraded settlements. It has been 
documented elsewhere that when greater security of ten-
ure does not occur through upgrading, cost recovery and 
the maintenance of infrastructure and services by com-
munities and providers is poor (Werlin 2005). Eventu-
ally, this leads to a collapse of what progress was made. 

This would appear to place land tenure at the heart 
of sustained upgrading improvements, but this presents 
difficult challenges in Papua New Guinea where the vast 
majority of settlements are on unalienable and often 
contested land. Successfully negotiating land issues from 
potential areas of conflict will likely necessitate innova-
tive strategies with stakeholders which are able to bridge 
informal and formal planning systems.

14	 Nevertheless, customary land need not impede upgrading. Evidence from 
Ghana suggests that much can be achieved within informal customary 
systems, and in many cases these provide more egalitarian and secure 
outcomes than formal titling (Chome & McCall 2005).
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Upgrading, power and status
Upgrading also results in shifting power relationships, 

and these may also be a cause of conflict. Though urban 
design and enhanced utilities, such as lighting, is posi-
tively linked to enhanced safety there are often winners 
and losers in the nature of upgrading and the location of 
resources. Upgrading, especially when it involves tenure, 
shifts dynamics between renters and landlords and even 
exposes such relationships. Evidence from South Africa 
indicates that poorer households, renters and ‘backyard’ 
dwellers may indeed lose through upgrading. Intra-com-
munity and community/government conflict has result-
ed in settlement upgrading from a lack of understanding 
of such complex dynamics (Lemanski 2009). This may 
be important in places where ‘landlords’ additionally act 
as service providers, including security. 

In Papua New Guinea, and Melanesia more gener-
ally, the status of customary authorities - community 
‘big men’ - may be challenged or undermined through 
upgrading, and this may result in significant though 
not always readily observable tensions. Most informal 
settlements in Papua New Guinea are characterised by 
high rates of ethnic diversity, with ‘big men’ in a con-
stant struggle for power. Yet the impact of upgrading and 
settlement policy is rarely outwardly cognisant of the im-
pact on leadership as a source of tension and ultimately 
project failure. 

Of the greatest tensions created through upgrading, 
managing raised expectations and ensuing frustrations 
and conflict has been the most evident. Recent efforts 
to mobilise customary land for settlement upgrading 
in Port Moresby has proven difficult for this reason. A 
lack of ownership of any community development, even 
which comes from government, ultimately undermines 

power. Subsequently, all actual and potential projects 
need to be ‘owned’, especially if this undermines rivals, 
but even if this claim or struggle threatens the project 
itself.  

Towards enhancing safety through 
upgrading

A number of studies have thus highlighted the com-
plex relationships between settlement upgrading, safety 
and conflict. The Safer Cities Programme of UN-HAB-
ITAT (2007:240-2) has outlined how safety and crime 
prevention can be addressed through upgrading and 
service deli, though much needs to be learned through 
specific experiences such as Papua New Guinea. 

If anything, such tensions are more clearly felt in 
settings where conflict is the prevailing norm between 
informal settlements and authorities. Customary land 
tenure and the importance of traditional authorities also 
add further important dimensions. Successful upgrading 
invariably builds in specific efforts at consensus building 
and mechanisms of conflict resolution. As a principle, 
upgrading programmes should not negatively affect the 
welfare of beneficiaries, especially the more vulnerable. 
Yet, upgrading often affects communities structurally 
and spatially, and impacts on social dynamics which may 
even decrease individual and community security. Exist-
ing physical layouts of informal settlements may reflect 
kinship networks which create many ‘eyes and ears’ as 
well as demarcating ethnic boundaries. Ethnic cluster-
ing in informal settlements is a marking of territory, but 
it also contributes to group safety through surveillance.  

Informal settlements in Goroka, Papua New Guinea © UN-HABITAT
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Participatory upgrading & safety

Representation of communities in decision making is 
a significant weakness in urban planning in Papua New 
Guinea. In only a few settlements are there clear lines of 
responsibility and accountability which cut across ethnic 
lines. Even where some form of organisation exists, such 
as the Goroka Settlement Authority advocacy group 
(GSA), there are no legal mechanisms for engagement 
in decision making. This is typical of a general crisis in 
stakeholder identification and involvement in urban 
development projects in Papua New Guinea, which en-
courages corruption, patronage and inefficiencies in pol-
icies and programmes. Of interest, raskolgangs are one of 
the few clear examples of inter-ethnic social networks, 
though rarely are youth leaders encouraged or able to 
participate in dialogue.     

There are examples of upgrading which have more 
successfully dealt with broader claims and needs of resi-
dents in Papua New Guinea, and much can and should 
be learned from these. Typically, these have been smaller 
scale and have involved a long process of developing 
partnerships and trust. 

Interestingly, these may not be considered ‘typical’ (i.e. 
infrastructure-based) settlement upgrading approaches, 
but the Yumi Lukautim Mosbi project (YLMP) and 
Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA)’s Inte-
grated Community Development Project (ICDP) for 
settlement areas in the National Capital District (NCD) 
demonstrate what can be achieved through a graduated 
and organic approach to settlement development. 

The YMLP combines crime prevention and urban 
safety through linkages between provincial government, 
law and justice agencies, the private sector and commu-
nities most affected by crime. It is an initiative supported 
by AusAID and is run under the Law and Justice Sector 
Program. It is managed by the Urban Safety Advisory 
Committee of the National Capital District Commis-
sion (NCDC) which consists of representatives from the 
corporate sector, donors, women and youth councils, the 
church, media, police, local government and community 
representatives. YLM is characterised by a number of in-
novative and multi-sectoralsolutions which meet com-
munity needs. 

It focuses on four core pillars, namely:

•	 Promotion of sport and youth engagement, particu-
larly through schools and informal settlements

•	 Reintegration and skills development, which specifi-
cally targets the inclusion of private sector involve-
ment, skills development and employment creation

•	 Awareness of urban safety through positive stories, 
use of media and examples of community initiatives

•	 Community engagement, where communities are 
encouraged to develop forums which build consen-
sus on needs and seek funding for these initiatives

In the YLMP there has been a deliberate and carefully 
planned strategy of community engagement which has 
been used to clearly establish needs but also ownership. 
To a great extent the success of YLMP has underlined 
the limitations of institution-based approaches in favour 
of community-focused innovations which build partner-
ships around meeting essential needs. 

Local open air market in Goroka, Papua New Guinea © UN-HABITAT
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In the past there has clearly been a lack of traction in 
projects which have been wholly ‘owned’ by government 
or donors. One of the key reasons for recent successes 
in YLMP has been that the community itself feels that 
it directs priorities, and these priorities reflect their ac-
tually existing conditions. Partnerships have succeeded, 
arguably where past initiatives driven by donors and the 
public sector have failed, because they have tapped into 
a broad demand for change across society and engaged 
communities and institutions, both public and corpo-
rate, which have vested interests in addressing crime, 
poverty and a lack of infrastructure and social services. 

As a result, PNG Power has embraced the extension of 
electricity into areas to create safer lit spaces, and in re-
turn communities that take responsibility for such infra-
structure can participate in broader social development 
opportunities under the YLM project. In many respects 
this provides an example of an approach which simul-
taneously meets the needs of individuals, communities, 
government and business, and offers the opportunity for 
each to claim ownership of the project and benefit from 
its success.  

JICA’s Integrated Community Development Project 
(ICDP) engagement since 2005 has been oriented to-
ward enhancing capacity for upgrading of the NCDC 
and of communities themselves and in several commu-
nities there have been valuable lessons from community 
engagement. 

Pilot projects have resulted in the construction of a 
community hall, bore well, improved sanitation and wa-
ter supply, as well as skills training and health awareness. 
Such gains however have been hard won, and in some 
cases ephemeral. Even successful projects were fraught 
with potential conflict amongst members of the commu-
nity and with traditional landowners and several pilot 
projects had to be abandoned due to physical assaults on 
contractors and project staff. 

A key finding in evaluations of the ICDP was the 
care required in building understanding and consensus 
around projects in settlements, and the need to under-
stand complex social dynamics which impact on expect-
ed progress (Sagir&Kombakon.d). Problems have been 
an unwillingness to pay for community development 
projects, usually due to perceptions of corruption or 
the belief that improvements are ‘gifts’; changing gender 
roles; ethnic divisions; patron-client relationships and 
expectations of leaders; and conflicts with traditional 
landowners over community development and upgrad-
ing and ownership.

Local dumping site in Goroka, Papua New Guinea © UN-HABITAT
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Lessons & Recommendations

A number of lessons emerge from an analysis of the 
complexities of upgrading and its relationship with crime 
and safety in Papua New Guinea.Developing housing, 
infrastructure and services to settlements is both critical 
in making Papua New Guinea’s cities safer. But upgrad-
ing programmes, in isolation to the broader dynamics 
and drivers of settlement/government relations in urban 
Papua New Guinea, are unlikely to result in marked and 
sustained improvements in settlement conditions and 
policy. There is a clear need for a sustained shift in ap-
proach to settlements in Papua New Guinea, if upgrad-
ing projects are to realize any gains.

Upgrading implies institutional capacity and gov-
ernance in order to support and maintain gains. One 
key problem has been the inability of institutions, ser-
vice providers and communities to effectively sustain 
improvements over time. It may be argued that settle-
ments that have undergone ‘improvements’ in the past 
have greater problems with density, inadequate services, 
crime and failed infrastructure than ‘unimproved’ and 
peri-urban settlements.

Upgrading requires consistent dialogue with commu-
nities, or projects will result in frustration, unmet and 
unrealistic expectations and ultimately little positive 
change. When ‘promises’ and expectations of develop-
ment have not been met in the past, the result has often 
been frustration and violence. Effective community de-
velopment in Papua New Guinea requires moving from 
a constraining regulatory framework towards the build-
ing of partnerships and trust. These ‘soft’ areas of com-
munity infrastructure should not be ignored. 

Customary land provides complexities, but need not 
be an ultimate impediment to upgrading. A decreasing 
proportion of settlements are developed on private or 
state land. Any meaningful city or national upgrading 
policy will inevitably require developing strategies which 
allow some progress to be made in settlements on cus-
tomary land. 

Upgrading inevitably challenges prevailing power rela-
tionships and this remains a strong cause of conflict and 
violence. In cultures where status is linked to the control 
and distribution of resources settlement upgrading plays 
a central role in either meeting those expectations, or 
escalating frustration and community tension. 

Understanding and identifying leadership within 
communities is critical in successfully defining the 
champions of settlement upgrading and development. 
‘Leaders’ may include traditional ‘Big Men’ representing 
ethnic migrant groups, customary landowners (who may 
be absent physically from the settlement), church lead-
ers, women or raskol leaders representing youth gangs. 
Mediating across these groups is critical to positive and 
sustained intervention.

Successful upgrading requires planning and imple-
mentation which is cognisant of existing conflict and 
develops strategies to manage new sources of conflict. 
Resourcing community dialogue and the development 
of conflict resolution mechanisms have been widely rec-
ognised as important tools in upgrading elsewhere, and 
are even more necessary in Papua New Guinea. 

A number of past upgrading and sites and services 
policies have actually increased community conflict and 
failed to effectively promote safer communities. Ul-
timately, any successful informal settlement policy in 
Papua New Guinea needs to address issues of safety, in-
security and crime and build social cohesion. Upgrading 
should ultimately result in communities with enhanced 
levels of safety.   
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Background

Urbanisation, Slums and Urban Safety

Since independence in 1963, urbanisation in Kenya 
has proceeded at a tremendous pace that has increased 
the urban population from 750,000 in 1962 to 9.9 mil-
lion by 1999. It is estimated that by 2015, urban dwell-
ers will constitute more than 50% of the total popula-
tion1. Nairobi’s population was estimated at 3.5 million, 
as of 2008. Th e overall population density of Nairobi 
is 3,079 people per square kilometer (CBS 2001). Th is 
density, however, varies greatly across the city with in-
formal settlements experiencing high densities in excess 
of 90,000 people per square kilometer (GoK, 2001 in 
Research International).

Th e rapid urbanisation process has been accompanied 
by key challenges including inadequate shelter, unem-
ployment, environmental degradation, increase in crime, 
poverty and poor infrastructure and social facilities. Th e 
acute shortage of adequate housing in urban areas is seen 
in the proliferation of slums and informal settlements 
where the majority of urban residents now live.2 In Nai-
robi alone, about 60% of the population lives in infor-
mal settlements and the number is expected to double 
within the next 15 years3.  

In general, urbanisation has outstripped the capaci-
ties of the Government of Kenya and local authorities 
to guide the physical planning and growth of urban ar-
eas and to provide essential services including safety and 
security. Inadequate public services have been cited as 
one of the main factors behind increased levels of urban 
insecurity. Other factors include failure to incorporate 
security/safety related issues in urban management poli-
cies, strategies and programmes.  

Programmes targeting renewal, re-development and/
or upgrading of informal settlements often fail to focus 
on certain key aspects that have direct eff ect on safety 
and security from the onset. Some factors contributing 
to this situation include lack of knowledge and awareness 
of the links between planning, good governance, service 
provision and safety and security; and limited number of 
practitioners or professionals with the necessary experi-
ence and orientation on urban safety. Furthermore, the 
design process of slum upgrading programmes suff ers 
from both lack of appropriate tools and information to 
guide inclusive planning processes that inculcate safety 
and security principles. 

Urban Safety and the Broad National 
Development Agenda

Urban safety and security appears to be a major area 
of concern for the Kenyan government. Th is is demon-
strated in a number of government development blue 
prints.  In the Vision 2030 document, safety and secu-
rity is envisaged as one of the strategic areas under the 
political governance pillar. Th e overall goal for the se-
curity sector under Vision 2030 is “a society free from 
danger and fear”. It is presumed that increased security 
will directly attract more investments and lower the cost 
of doing business while, at the same time, providing Ke-
nyans with a more secure and working environment. 

Vision 2030 aims to provide “security to all persons 
and property”. More specifi cally, this will be achieved 
through, among other eff orts,  promoting public-private 
cooperation and civilian and community involvement 
for improved safety and security and deepening policy, 
legal and institutional reform for improved enforcement 
(Kenya Vision 2030)4.  Th e Urbanisation and Housing 
Sector in Vision 2030 states that it will seek to address 
issues related to urban development that have a direct 
impact on enhancement of urban safety. 

 1 UN-HABITAT, “Kenya Slum Upgrading Programme Strategy Document”, 
Nairobi: United Nations Human Settlements Programme, 2008.

2  Government of Kenya, “KENSUP Implementation Strategy 2005-2020”.
3  loc. cit..

4 E. Agevi and P. Mbatha, “Urban Safety and Security: Key Issues For Urban 
Policy Consideration. A Paper to Inform the Process of Formulating a National 
Urban Development Policy For Kenya”, 2008.
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Downtown Nairobi, Kenya. © Julius Mwelu/UN-HABITAT

In addition, the Ministry of Nairobi Metropolitan De-
velopment (MoNMD), created in 2008, identifies safety 
and security as a key result area.  MoNMD’s goal is to 
“make the Nairobi Metropolitan Region safe and secure 
for person and property through sustained reduction in 
crime and other adverse incidences including mitigation 
against disasters”. Some of the safety and security mea-
sures will include ability to respond to emergency situa-
tions across the metropolitan area and the integration of 
metropolitan infrastructure and amenities conscious of 
the safety and security needs of the citizens. 

Assessment Methodology and Scope

This case study examines to what extent issues of safety 
and security have been integrated into the project devel-
opment and implementation cycle of the Kenya Slum 
Upgrading Programme (KENSUP). The study specifi-
cally focuses on experiences drawn from Nairobi, and 
involved participatory approaches such as focus group 
discussion, observation, and careful analysis of key pro-
gramme documents. The assessment is more biased to 
Kibera and, in particular, Soweto East village upgrading 
process, as this was the pilot site for KENSUP. 

Context

Generally, settlements are poorly planned and lack 
basic infrastructural services and amenities, inadequate 
housing, inadequate access to clean water and waste man-
agement systems. Roads are in poor condition, many of 
which double up as community spaces for meetings and 
playgrounds for children. The locations assessed in this 
report include Kibera, Mathare, Korogocho and Kahawa 
Soweto, all within the boundaries of the City Council 
of Nairobi. The living conditions in these settlements 
are representative of the state of urban poverty in the 
country. 

Kibera5 has high population densities, poor sanitation 
and water quality, low access to basic services like health 
care and education, and low incomes, and widespread 
insecurity of tenure. Population densities are well over 
90,000 persons/sq.km (GoK, 2001, Research Interna-
tional). The majority of the residents make their living 
from the informal sector. By 2005, more than 50% of 
Nairobi’s labour force worked in the informal sector 
(CBS 2006, UNCHS 2001 in City of Nairobi Envi-
ronment Outlook, 2007). Also, due to a deeply corrupt 
system of land allocation and profit extraction over the 
years, 80% of Kibera’s residents are tenants of illegal 
structure owners6.

Insecurity remains a big challenge in Kibera and in-
deed in other informal settlements under review. The 
main forms include mugging, harassment and burglary 
and robbery with violence is also common in the area. 
Rape, which in most cases is unreported, is also a major 
problem. The area has remained volatile since the 2007 
disputed presidential elections with the youth being 
highly charged and ‘ready for any action’. Another wor-
rying feature of crime in Kibera, as in other areas is that 
younger and younger people are drifting into crime.  

Mathare is one of the oldest informal settlements in 
Nairobi, located north-east of the city centre. It is made 
up of 11 previously well-organised villages and is char-
acterized by low-quality shelter, some form of coopera-
tive housing/and land buying company housing and up-
graded zones through the efforts of Pamoja Trust (PT)7. 
Mathare 4 area has been upgraded through a creative 
partnership of the Government of Kenya, the Catholic 
Church and other stakeholders.

5	 Kibera is located about 7 km from city centre, occupies an area of about 
2.5 square kilometers, and has nine villages: Silanga, Lindi, Soweto, Kisumu 
Ndogo, Kianda, Laini Saba, Gatwekera, Makina and Mashimoni.

6	 W. Olima and S. Karirah-Gitau, “Land tenure and tenancy concerns and issues 
in Kibera”, WSP-ESA, The World Bank, KUESP Preparatory Group Task, Final 
Report, unpublished manuscript, 2000.

7	 Pamoja Trust is a local non-governmental organisation, based in Kenya that 
supports urban poor communities in addressing problems of inadequate 
housing and infrastructure.
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Korogocho Slum in Nairobi, Kenya. © Jackson Kago

Kahawa Soweto is about 20 kilometres north of Nai-
robi. The settlement was initially owned by a white 
farmer who sold it to the residents through the Soweto 
Kahawa Settlement Committee. Residents in the settle-
ment mainly commute to the city center for casual jobs. 
A few of them have informal businesses or retail shops 
while others practice subsistence agriculture and keep 
pigs, goats and chicken. There are no reliable alternative 
sources of income in the neighborhoods such as formal 
industries. 

Korogocho, located in east Nairobi, is about three 
squarekilometres with a population of about 400,000. 
It is the third largest slum after Kibera and Mathare. 
Unemployment is high, and several residents engage in 
the sale of illicit brew and hold informal jobs. Some 60 
% of the homes in Korogocho are headed by women8. 
They are often single with little or no income.  It is felt 
that the youth also ‘control’ the proceeds associated with 
the Dandora dumpsite. Tenant-landlord conflict is high 
in the settlement.9 Tenure insecurity is a key feature of 
the settlement, which is situated partly on public land 
and partly on privately-owned land. Korogocho is prone 
to high incidences of drug abuse, organised gangs, and 
access to and use of illegal firearms. Korogocho is cur-
rently benefiting from an upgrading process co-ordinat-
ed through the debt swap initiative between the Italian 
and Kenyan Governments. The framework10 is different 
from the Kenya Slum Upgrading Programme,with the 
Ministry of Local Government being the lead Kenyan 
Government actor in the process. 

These informal settlements are perceived to be unsafe 
and insecure - reasons and nature of insecurity vary from 
one area to the other. Furthermore, although the phe-
nomenon of gangs is not new in Nairobi, particularly 
in informal settlements, a type of well-organised, aggres-
sive and brutal gang is emerging with no respect for hu-
man life and which do not appear to be deterred by the 
government security apparatus. Gang activities include 
extortion of money through controlling bus stops and 
transport nodes and enforcing rents.

Safer Cities and Safer Nairobi 
Initiative

Overview

The Safer Cities Programme of UN-HABITAT has 
been helping the City Council of Nairobi to implement 
a Crime Prevention and Urban Safety Strategy and Ac-
tion Plan. The process began in 2003 following a request 
from the City Council of Nairobi (Ministry of Local 
Government). The overall objective of the urban safety 
strategy was to “reduce crime and insecurity in a sustain-
able way by addressing their root causes”. This was to be 
achieved through, among other methods, improved and 
focused action by the council, partnerships between dif-
ferent institutions and increased coordination and inte-
grated action at the community level. The City Council 
passed a resolution on a Safer Cities Action Plan.11

8	  For reference, see http://www.anglicancatholic.org/MSSP_Flyer_2009.pdf
9	  The structures in Korogocho are quite crowded with an average of 5-6 

persons per room as compared to the Mathare slums with 4-5 persons per 
room of 6 square metres (average size).

10	 Coordination by the Ministry of Local Government.
11	 See CCN, General Purposes Committee of 2nd  February 2005.
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Mathare slum Nairobi, Kenya © Julius Mwelu/UN-HABITAT

Formulation and Implementation of Urban 
Safety Strategies

The city of Nairobi is in the implementation phase of 
its Urban Safety and Crime Prevention Strategy. The Saf-
er Nairobi Initiative is a joint initiative between the UN-
HABITAT and the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister 
& Ministry of Local Government (ODPM&MLG). The 
Urban Safety and Crime Prevention Strategy presents 
new and innovative approaches to safety, crime and inse-
curity in cities, and is built around four pillars. These are 
better enforcement of laws and by-laws; improved urban 
design and environment; support for groups at risk and 
empowerment of the community. 

The strategy challenges the traditional responses to 
addressing issues of crime and urban insecurity. A Pro-
gramme Coordinating Office is already in place and 
located at the City Council of Nairobi to oversee the 
implementation of a number of projects. A national rep-
lication framework for the Nairobi experiences has been 
proposed. Some activities under the strategy that have 
been implemented within the slums areas are recognized 
within the framework of the Kenya Slum Upgrading 
Programme. This is after a request was made to and ac-
cepted by, the Kenya Slum Upgrading Programme, to 
undertake these activities. 

Within this framework, the Silanga-Undugu play-
ground in Kibera, which was initially in an extremely 
unusable condition, underwent improvements through 
technical support and funding from a local/international 
NGO, Kilimanjaro Initiative, and UN-HABITAT. 

The field was identified as crime hot spot, and was not 
used due to the perceived danger of mugging, and ha-
rassment particularly rape of women. These issues were 
raised during a participatory safety audit that was carried 
out in the area. The community members identified the 
need for improvements on the playground which were 
viewed as necessary in reducing the risk of mugging 
and for meaningfully engaging the youth.  The results 
are that the youth have a better facility for their sports 
and leisure activities including music concerts that con-
tribute to their social development and engage them in 
wholesome activities away from idleness and vulnerabil-
ity to crime and violence. 

The Kenya Slum Upgrading 
Programme 

Overview

Launched in 2004, the Kenya Slum Upgrading Pro-
gramme (KENSUP) is a collaborative initiative between 
the Government of Kenya and UN-HABITAT. The Ini-
tiative is a key core poverty reduction strategy and the 
programme is anchored in the UN Millennium Decla-
ration, specifically Goal No7’s Target 11, which focuses 
on improving the lives of 100 million slum dwellers by 
202012. The programme is in implementation phase and 
was designed to cover all urban areas of Kenya, starting 
with selected settlements in Nairobi Mombasa, Kisumu 
and Mavoko. 

12	 For Kenya, the figure of slum dwellers whose livelihoods will be alleviated is 
5.3 million. This will be done at an approximate cost of KES $883.76 Billion, 
i.e. US $11.05 Billion (Ministry of Housing, 2008).
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“The multi-faceted nature of slum upgrading and 
diverse interests involved poses a challenge to effective 
coordination. To ensure co-ordination at and between 
the various stakeholders at national, local and 
settlement levels, it is essential that each structure is 
fully operational and able to play its role effectively.” 

Sida & GOK, 2007-Aide Memoire 

KENSUP was formulated to serve as a roadmap in the 
implementation process and outlines the programme’s 
vision, objectives, institutional framework, partnership 
arrangements, and strategic interventions. The key ac-
tors involved at the strategy implementation include the 
Ministry of Housing (also in management) through the 
KENSUP Coordinating Unit, local authorities and UN-
HABITAT and other development partners.

Goal and Objectives of KENSUP

The goal of the Programme is to improve the liveli-
hoods of people living and working in slums and infor-
mal settlements in the urban areas of Kenya. This entails 
promoting, facilitating, and where necessary, providing 
security of tenure, housing improvement, income gen-
eration and physical and social infrastructure including 
addressing the problems and impacts of HIV/AIDS. All 
these are designed to be done through engaging full and 
active participation of key stakeholders.

According to the Volume I of the Implementation 
Strategy 2005 – 2020 of KENSUP, the Programme has 
the following objectives:

•	 Develop a nationwide slum upgrading and manage-
ment framework

•	 Operationalize the principles of good urban gover-
nance

•	 Provide a broad range of social and physical infra-
structure services

•	 Provide security of tenure and improved housing

•	 Enhance opportunities for income generation and 
employment creation

•	 Attract private sector finance and encourage invest-
ments in slum upgrading

•	 Promote a culture for environmental conservation 
and management

•	 Enhance the capacity for research, planning, imple-
mentation, monitoring, evaluation and replication of 
shelter and human settlements programmes

•	 Address and mitigate the prevalence and impacts of 
HIV/AIDS

Safety and security were not specifically included in 
the KENSUP goals and objectives. The study was, how-
ever, not able to adduce any evidence that at KENSUP 
level there were systematic efforts made to pro-actively 
incorporate safety and security concerns into the pro-
gramme’s design and implementation processes.

Actors

KENSUP benefits from a wide range of actors13. The 
main lead institutions in the implementation include the 
Kenyan Government, the local authorities, UN-HAB-
ITAT, NGOs, CBOs and other development partners. 
The Programme has generated external interests and a 
number of development partners have indicated their 
willingness to support it. These include the Swedish In-
ternational Development Association, the World Bank 
and the French Development Corporation among oth-
ers. The role of civil society and private sector in support-
ing the process has also been underscored.

Programme Coordination mechanisms

The KENSUP Strategy document is fairly comprehen-
sive in terms of its strategic interventions, some of which 
were indirectly intended to address issues related to safety 
and security. For example, there are certain strategies tar-
geting issues of unemployment and income generation, 
access to microfinance and credit systems, tenure secu-
rity, personal security and safety, concerns of vulnerable 
households and disadvantaged groups including HIV/
AIDS prevention and mitigation as well as inadequate 
social infrastructure etc.14 Impact on people’s livelihoods 
has been minimal due to co-ordination challenges. 

Analysis of key Programme Components

An analysis of KENSUP documents, interviews and 
focus group discussions shows that issues of safety were 
not explicitly considered either at the design stage or 
during the implementation. It is also clear that, although 
the programme tried to be as inclusive as it could, some 
critical actors were not included in the process. For ex-
ample, police and safety experts were not fully and sys-
tematically integrated into the project cycle. 

13	 loc. cit.. 
14	  G. Marin and S. Wakeham, “Review on KENSUP Strategy”, 2009.
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39KENSUP components and impact on safety as of January 2009

Component Impact on safety related goals Areas where efforts to meet the goals/
objectives have been met15

Community mobilization, 
organisation and 
participation  

•	 Participation in socio-economic surveys 

•	 Participation of grassroots people in decision 
making particularly women and youth e.g. 
through Settlement Executive Committee16- this 
provided the community an opportunity to 
identify issues that affect them including safety 
and security

•	 Laini Saba, and Soweto East in Kibera

•	 In Kahawa-Soweto, community members with the 
assistance of the Pamoja Trust have undertaken 
comprehensive enumeration exercises 

Preparation of City/Town 
development strategies and 
land use master plans 

•	 Social and physical mapping which sought to 
identify the residents in the area helped people 
to get to know and network with each other 

•	 Communities in Kahawa-Soweto have already 
approached City council for allocation and 
regularization. Draft Local physical Development 
master plan for Kibera is in place. City 
Development Strategy for Kisumu prepared earlier 
under Cities Alliances arrangement. 

Shelter improvements •	 Participation in implementation processes 
and being paid has economically empowered 
members of community

N/A

Provision of physical and 
social infrastructure /
amenities 

•	 Access roads and residents were paid as they 
worked on the project

•	 At the decanting site in Kibera-Soweto, space 
has been set aside for a nursery school 17

In Kibera, Kahawa Soweto, Mavoko, Mombasa and 
Kisumu. This has been attained while providing some 
of infrastructure and social amenities such as schools 
and health centers.

Environment and solid waste 
management 

•	 Several water and sanitation projects are 
ongoing, particularly those supported by CSOs 
and to some extent by UN-HABITAT

•	 In Mathare numerous groups are undertaking 
garbage collection activities as a source of income 
generation. This is also happening in Kibera. 

Liaison with micro financing 
and credit systems

•	 Housing cooperatives and daily saving groups 
have been formed. People come together and 
get to know each other and, more importantly, 
help in addressing one of the indirect causes of 
insecurity - poverty

Savings schemes in Soweto e.g. Mweireri Self Help 
Group

HIV/AIDS concerns •	 No major efforts around this component have 
been reported 

N/A

Conflict prevention and 
management 

•	 SEC leadership trained in this and other aspects. 
This is key in averting conflicts before they 
degenerate into violent conflicts and crimes

Laini Saba, and Soweto East in Kibera

Support to vulnerable and 
disadvantaged groups

•	 No direct support/interventions provided to 
these groups specifically women, youth and 
children

At the decanting site and proposed housing in 
Soweto Zone A, people with disabilities and elderly 
are expected to be located on ground floor of the 
flats.

Source: Field survey, 2009

15	Given the diversity of stakeholders, its very difficult to get unanimous 
decisions/concurrence on the achievement of the goals and objectives.

16	Safety and security can be seen as a governance issues, and in particular the 
extent to which vulnerable groups, such as women and youth, are involved in 
major decision making processes that shape their lives.

17	There is however no evidence that safety design principles were applied.
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The issue of whether or not KENSUP has focused on 

safety and security issues can best be construed by asking 
the following central question: will achieving the broad 
Programme objectives of KENSUP directly impact on 
urban safety and security in the settlements? This may 
turn up or highlight unplanned and relevant safety-re-
lated results. 

Some strategic components of KENSUP are outlined 
in Table 4.1 where their indirect reference or contribu-
tion to urban safety and security goals are indicated. The 
table shows tentative impacts and areas where efforts 
have been made to achieve the goals of KENSUP. The 
information is based on interviews, reports and surveys 
conducted by the Government and other stakeholders. 

Community Participation and 
Sustainable Community Development

Community participation

The issue of community participation is one of the 
components or broad objectives of the KENSUP pro-
cess. The study established that community members 
were involved to some varying degrees in participatory 
socio-economic and physical mapping exercises, needs 
assessment and prioritization, design exercises and in the 
relocation process from Soweto East to the decanting 
site in Kibera (April 2009). The question we must ask 
is: have some of these actions being undertaken and if 
not, why not? 

KENSUP is acknowledged to have played some role 
in building bridges between the community and the 
Kenyan Government. Findings from this study indicate 
that community members, particularly those that have 
worked closely with KENSUP, have been widely exposed 
to various capacity building activities. These mainly fo-
cused on boosting their leadership and conflict resolu-
tion skills among others. Their participation has either 
been directly at the project implementation stage or 
through the Settlements Executive Committee18. 

Community members were also involved in the so-
cio-economic mapping exercise and design workshops. 
In case of Kibera, community members were happy to 
closely associate themselves with recommendations that 
were made around the need to provide facilities such as 
adequate street lightning, road construction and com-
munity facilities, which in practice have a direct bearing 
on safety and security.

It is true that community participation brought in 
facilities and decisions that improved security such as 
street lights because these were priorities for the people19. 
This was the case for the Adopt a light High masts light-
ing initiative in Kibera and other informal settlements in 
Nairobi. It is important to note that this was not envis-
aged within KENSUP’s initial designs. 

Conflict Prevention and Management

Slums and informal settlements in Kenya have a wide 
range of players with varying interests, activities and mo-
tives that at times can be in conflict with each other. 
Some include tenants, resident and non-resident struc-
ture owners, landowners, public authorities (central 
and local government), civil society (NGOs, FBOs and 
CBOs), private sector (financiers, business operators and 
professionals) and international development agencies. 

The formation of a broad based and inclusive local lev-
el group, the Settlement Executive Committee (SEC), 
was in itself a good effort in minimizing conflicts and 
facilitating conflict resolution mechanisms. KENSUP 
has facilitated a series of training sessions on conflict 
prevention and management, particularly targeting the 
SEC. Although there has been no systematic monitoring 
of the impact of these capacities, there have been cases 
where these skills have been useful in averting potential 
violent conflicts.

Access to Basic Urban Services and 
Community Facilities

Overview

Availability and access to urban services and commu-
nity facilities play an important role in the social devel-
opment of its citizens. Studies have revealed that the 
availability of facilities such as play grounds for young 
people can significantly lower their chances of engaging 
in crime. Furthermore, these facilities play a vital role in 
enhancing youth talents and self actualization. 

Yet the availability of and access to these facilities re-
mains a great obstacle in the slums and is often missed 
out in planning and development processes. In most 
slums, open spaces are limited - in Kahawa Soweto, there 
are no community open spaces, and available literature 
as well as interviews indicate that community members 
meet or  socialize along the road due to lack of public 
spaces.

18	 SEC in Kibera is the better established compared to those in other settlements 
such as Kahawa Soweto. In Kibera committees have been elected for Soweto 
East , Laini Saba and Silanga.

19	 A recent comprehensive study on informal settlements in Nairobi revealed 
that “as many as 63% of slum households report that they do not feel safe 
inside their settlement. And 27% report that their household, or at least one 
person in it, actually experienced a criminal incident over the previous 12 
months”(World Bank, 2006).
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Role of the council in provision of urban 
services and community facilities

Generally, the City Council is unable to meet the 
heavy demand for the provision, maintenance and man-
agement of social amenities, particularly social halls and 
playgrounds, not only in informal settlements but also 
in other formal estates. This is attributed to rapid urban-
isation, inability to raise enough funds for maintenance 
and bad governance among other factors. 

Possible options for increased provision of social fa-
cilities would include developing a framework of col-
laboration between the City Council and government 
ministries,20 in which the latter provides more funds for 
maintenance and avails personnel to manage such fa-
cilities. The utilization of the Constituents Fund (CDF) 
and the Local Authority Transfer Fund (LATF) in the 
provision and maintenance of social amenities is also a 
promising option, which has not been effectively utilized 
in complementing the KENSUP21.

The Silanga-Undugu playground in Soweto East 
(Kibera), upgraded as part of the CCN-urban safety 
strategy implementation, provided an opportunity for 
engaging young people in sports. It is one of the few 
football pitches in Kibera serving the whole informal 
settlement. Improvements on the football pitch, which 
was in extremely bad condition, began in 2006 with 
technical and financial support from the Kilimanjaro 
Initiative22 and UN-HABITAT. This is one of the proj-
ects being implemented with the KENSUP knowledge 
and within the framework of Nairobi Crime Prevention 
and Urban Safety Strategy and Action Plan. Thus, there 
was a deliberate attempt to bring the concept of urban 
safety into slum upgrading. The initiative is, however, 
not fully anchored into the thinking and operationalisa-
tion of KENSUP.

Although not a part of KENSUP, a number of activi-
ties have been carried out led by local faith-based or-
ganisations such as Comboni Fathers with involvement 
from the Safer Nairobi Initiative, the donor community 
and national government organs. Activities include the 
upgrade of the sports field, the theatre and the perform-
ing arts amphitheatre.  

Safety audits have been conducted in two villages and 
a participatory visioning exercise initiated with commu-
nity members on the ‘Korogocho We Want”. 

In addition, young artists in Korogocho have contrib-
uted to the development of the Korogocho Peace Game 
which is a mapping of the slum that shows the positive 
and negative social, economic, environmental, and spa-
tial realities (including crime hotspots) of Korogocho. 
Such activities play a role in raising awareness of crime 
and violence issues and seek to provide opportunities 
for community members, especially young people, to be 
actively and positively engaged in activities away from 
crime and delinquency.

Physical infrastructure

A number of physical infrastructure projects have 
been implemented under the KENSUP, and some of 
them have the potential of enhancing urban safety and 
security in these areas. For example, part of the proposed 
12 kilometre access road linking in Kibera area has been 
built to improve access into the settlement. Other initia-
tives such as street lighting, water reticulation and storm 
water drainage will also contribute to enhancement of 
safety and reduction of fear of crime. 

High mast lighting has also been fitted within open 
spaces perceived to be crime hot spot areas. This has 
mainly been through Adopt-a-Light, a private-sector 
initiative and some of this high mast lighting provision 
is in Kibera and Kahawa Soweto. Some of the social and 
economic impacts include the ability of informal traders 
to open their businesses late. Incidences of mugging and 
rape have dropped drastically. 

Forging of partnerships with the police

The role of the police in urban development, particu-
larly in promoting urban safety, is not explicitly stated 
within the KENSUP framework. This is unfortunate 
given that the police are key actors in crime detection 
and prevention. However, demands by community 
members for increased presence of the police in informal 
settlements have seen the creation of an administration 
police post in Kibera by the Government of Kenya. A 
number of police booths have strategically been located 
within the interior of the settlement, but they remain 
non operational due to shortage of police officers. Com-
munity based policing forums have also been organised 
by the community members and the administration po-
lice, in collaboration with civil society organisations23. 

20	 Many of the Government Ministries are currently decentralizing services to 
the local level i.e. ward level, but without a decentralization framework that 
can guide the process.

21	There are about fourteen sources of devolved funds at local level that KENSUP 
can creatively tap in. These include road maintenance Levy, school bursary, 
HIV/AIDS, LATIF etc.

22	Kilimanjaro Initiative is a non-governmental organisation formed to address 
the problems of youth in the urban areas of East Africa. It aims to do so by 
providing young people with opportunities that will enable them to take on a 
constructive role in their communities.

23	 Safer World together with Peacenet has been active in organizing community 
policing in Kibera in collaboration with others. This initiative however has not 
been fully anchored in KENSUP.
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Slum upgrading project in Kibera. Nairobi, Kenya 2011. © Julius Mwelu/UN-HABITAT

The lack of effective Community Policing Policy and 
Strategies has rendered the links between the Commu-
nity and Police weak, ad hoc and not institutionalized. 
In the case of Kibera, the fact that UN-HABITAT-KEN-
SUP offices are located in the chief ’s camp has to some 
extent fostered mutual understanding and respect.24  In 
Kahawa Soweto, it was noted that there is a fairly good 
and open working relationship between the local admin-
istration and the chief and administration police on safe-
ty and security related issues. Broadening and deepening 
this relationship would add value to the enhancement of 
safety in Kahawa Soweto.  

Generally, the Provincial Administration and the 
Kenyan police are yet to embrace fully the concept of 
community policing, which has resulted in limited trust 
between the public and government law enforcement 
agencies. At times, community members have ended 
up taking the law into their own hands.  In some is-
sues, the relationship between the police and community 
members particularly the youth has been characterised 
by mutual mistrust and violent conflicts. Reforms in the 
police sector are inevitable and urgently needed. 

Sustainable Urban and National 
Development

Social Integration and reduction of 
exclusion

Social economic studies carried out before the KEN-
SUP revealed that the level of education achievement for 
most of the household members is low; meaning that 
majority of the people cannot access competitive job 
opportunities in the city. This situation remains largely 
unchanged and largely explains why most of residents in 
informal settlements are unemployed or self-employed. 
A major recommendation from the baseline reports was 
that the slum upgrading initiative should plan to work 
with people with relatively lower levels of education who 
are not likely to access formal employment in the mod-
ern sector.  

Attempts have been made towards this direction where 
the community contracting model has to some limited 
extent been utilized in a number of ongoing activities. 
For instance, the construction of the access road from 
Mbagathi–Soweto-Karanja25, sanitation block and 600 
houses at the 2.5 hectare decanting site has provided ca-
sual employment opportunities to many of the unem-
ployed youth. 

24	 This has to some extent enabled the provincial administration particularly 
the chief and administration police to be more responsive to the  safety  and 
security needs of the community.

25	 So far 0.5 kilometer of 12 km long access road has been completed as per 
April 2009.



43

A
SS

ES
SM

EN
T 

O
F 

SA
FE

TY
 A

N
D

 S
EC

U
RI

TY
 IS

SU
ES

 IN
 S

LU
M

 U
PG

RA
D

IN
G

 IN
IT

IA
TI

VE
S:

  
N

ai
robi


 C

ase
 

Study




43
Even though many development actors have been ad-

vocating for the increased usage of community contract-
ing model in the slum upgrading process,  this study has 
noted that there are great challenges in readily and di-
rectly applying this model in Nairobi. The lack of techni-
cal, financial and managerial skills such as general book 
keeping, lack of track records and equipment, bureau-
cratic procurement requirements and access to credit fi-
nance hinders effective involvement of communities in 
the process26. It was reported and confirmed from the 
Adopt a Light Initiative that lighting/provision of elec-
tricity has a strong link with good school performance 
for the youth.

Working with vulnerable groups

Vulnerable households are those which do not enjoy 
the support provided by networks outside of the house-
hold or within the household and suffer both social and 
economic insecurity27. People falling in the category of 
this vulnerable group form a sizeable population of the 
informal settlements. 

Some of the measures that had been envisaged in the 
design of the KENSUP include providing specifically 
targeted income generating activities and other social 
measures such as education for these groups; collaborat-
ing with partners in supporting widows, orphans, the 
elderly and the physically challenged members of the 
community to improve their lives; technical, financial 
and social support derived from activities such as the for-
mation of support groups and the creation of orphanages 
and the creation of homes for the elderly, all of which 
would help reduce social vulnerabilities. Many of these 
areas have, however, not directly been addressed or any 
action implemented.

Addressing Issues of Economic 
Empowerment

Some of the main causes of increased urban insecu-
rity and crime in Kenya include deepening poverty, the 
sharp rise in income inequalities and exclusion and lack 
of employment opportunities. Empowering the urban 
poor economically can positively lead to the reduction 
of urban insecurity and crime.  

The upgrading activities in Kibera have to some ex-
tent contributed to the empowerment of the targeted 
community. The youth in particular have been able to 
get some income through the ongoing construction ac-
tivities.  Contractors are encouraged to fully utilize local 
labor and local buildings materials. This has been incor-
porated as a requirement in the bid documents. 

It would be simplistic to conclude that the jobs cre-
ated through the ongoing activities are adequate or sus-
tainable. In Kahawa Soweto, Pamoja Trust, a local NGO 
has supported community members in setting up saving 
schemes as a long-term measure to address both shelter 
and income related insecurities.  Through the scheme 
community members are keen to regularize and upgrade 
their settlement. The youth in Mathare are also involved 
in garbage collection activities as a source of income and 
enhancing their environment and these employment op-
portunities help to empower and inspire young people 
away from idleness, crime and violence. Sustaining these 
efforts will require forward looking strategies that will 
also focus on the creation and widening of employment 
opportunities for various categories of community mem-
bers.

Conclusion and Recommendations

Conclusion

From the analysis and assessment done under this 
study, it is safe to conclude that issues of safety and se-
curity have continued to be downplayed at the design 
and in the implementation of urban development pro-
grammes in Kenya, including slum upgrading initiatives. 
Safety and security issues are not explicitly stated or re-
flected in the implementation matrix, and therefore not 
tracked and monitored. It was also clear that there were 
no deliberate efforts made to pro-actively mainstream is-
sues of safety and security into the core business of KEN-
SUP. 

This is despite the centrality of the issue in the lives of 
residents of informal settlements. Some 30% of Kibera 
residents rated safety and security as a basic need after 
food, water, housing and health. (Adopt-A-Light Re-
port, 2005). Furthermore, the World Bank study (2006) 
on slums in Nairobi shows that 63% of residents in these 
settlements felt unsafe within their neighborhoods. 

26	 The Procurement Act imposes conditions that are pro-poor community 
contradicting model.

27	 loc. cit..
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Key Lessons

Discussions with key stakeholders at different levels 
raised important insights on the nature and effectiveness 
of current institutional arrangements of the KENSUP. 
It was explicit that some of institutions are not opera-
tional28 while terms of reference for others don’t clear-
ly spell out their coordination role. The existence of a 
well-established and properly co-ordinated institutional 
framework can play an important role in ensuring that 
issues of settlement upgrading including safety are com-
prehensively dealt with. This in turn will facilitate the 
development and implementation of crime prevention 
initiatives within slum upgrading programmes.

On the other hand, the participation of different ac-
tors–government, community, UN-HABITAT and the 
civil societies while not properly coordinated is still com-
mendable under the prevailing circumstances.  The civil 
society institutions in particular have been instrumental 
in community mobilization and sensitization exercises 
and in supporting the implementation of small social 
and physical infrastructure projects. This has mainly 
been in Kibera and to some extent in Kahawa Soweto. 
A number of lessons were learnt from this assessment. 
There is a need for clearly defined roles and responsibili-
ties of local authorities and municipal governments in 
national upgrading initiatives and programmes.

KENSUP was conceptualized and designed without 
clear focus and bias to safety and security. This could be 
partly due to non-involvement of an inclusive and inte-
grated team with varied professional background and ex-
periences including safety and security. Working in part-
nerships can be quite challenging - the roles of various 
stakeholders should be clearly identified and communi-
cated early in the process to ensure that all key compo-
nents are included and spearheaded by the most suited 
actors. In addition, leadership in the initiatives should be 
clearly defined and working modalities understood by all 
partners and stakeholders. The impact of bad practices in 
the past has resulted in poor participation of people in 
the process. Past initiatives in slum upgrading and low 
cost housing have not benefited the target group. It is 
important to ensure that information on safety, security 
and upgrading is readily and regularly available to the 
community members at the lowest level.

It is evident from the above analysis that issues on safe-
ty and security could not have been adequately addressed 
given that even the planned core components of the pro-
gramme have not been systematically attended to. 

One of the main streets in Korogocho slum in Nairobi,Kenya 2010. © Julius Mwelu/UN-HABITAT

28	 For example the Multi-stakeholder Support Group (MSSG) is presently not 
operational despite its great potential as platform for broad stakeholder 
consultation and exchange for best practices etc. Similarly Inter-Agency-
Coordination Committee is equally dormant. On the other hand the Inter-
Agency-Steering Committee (IASC), key in inter-ministerial coordination and 
policy direction meets irregularly and hence not effective.
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Even where some attempts, albeit indirectly, were made 
to incorporate urban safety related issues within the 
KENSUP Programme, it is important to note that the 
focus on safety was incidental rather than by design. It 
was not proactively planned, implemented and tracked 
as such. It is fair to conclude that safety and security is-
sues are often not seen as key in the planning and imple-
mentation of upgrading programmes in Kenyan urban 
centers including Nairobi city and KENSUP is not an 
exception.  

Recommendations

A major lesson emerging from this assessment is that 
the KENSUP generally lacks a clear focus and strategic 
inventions on issues of safety and security. One of the 
key recommendations is that all active players in the 
slum upgrading including policy makers, process design-
ers and implementers should try to ensure that urban 
safety and security issues are prioritized from the onset 
of slum upgrading initiatives.

•	 Prioritizing Safety and Security Issues. Urban safety 
and security issues should be prioritized at the onset 
of slum upgrading initiatives and requisite tools and 
support be provided to teams designing and imple-
menting these initiatives. It is an imperative to in-
corporate crime prevention through environmental 
designs in institutions of higher learning and govern-
ment training institutions in order to mainstream 
crime prevention in the work of local authorities. 

•	 Role of Local Authorities in Urban Safety and Crime 
Prevention. The role and mandate of local authorities 
(LAs) in slum upgrading including enhancing urban 
safety should be better articulated and capacitated. 
This will enable LAs to be more visible and capable 
captains in slum upgrading and in enhancing urban 
safety and security and crime prevention. This is be-
cause LAs are responsible for urban planning and 
management practices that are directly related to 
improving urban safety and security. Their capacity 
to develop, coordinate and implement programmes 
effectively should be pro-actively strengthened and 
enhanced.

•	 Coordination, Accountability and Institutional Ar-
rangements. There is a need to ensure that relevant 
ministries work and coordinate more closely with lo-
cal authorities in the provision of services that have 
a bearing on safety and security in slum areas. Insti-
tutions should be even more accountable and trans-
parent to communities as this will increase their par-
ticipation in and ownership of initiatives. Building 
trust at all levels is key to the success of any initiatives 
including slum upgrading, crime prevention and en-
hancing safety and security. 

•	 Partnership, Neighborhood Safety and Crime Preven-
tion and Physical Planning. There is a need to articu-
late and enhance the role of partnerships in support-
ing local crime prevention and mainstreaming urban 
safety issues within urban development programmes 
and particularly in situ upgrading initiatives. The 
need to link up crime prevention with innovative 
physical planning, urban design and space manage-
ment practices has been underscored throughout the 
study. Urban design, planning and management are 
vital tools in achieving this goal but were not ad-
equately applied within KENSUP. There is a need 
to strengthen the flow of information particularly 
between the slum dwellers and other stakeholders 
involved in slum upgrading and urban safety and se-
curity.

•	 Economic Empowerment. Economic empowerment of 
the youth should be part of the broad slum upgrading 
agenda, and should encompass, among other things, 
establishment of employment creation strategies that 
will provide equal opportunities for jobs, create more 
entrepreneurship opportunities and provide more 
skills that make young people increase their employ-
ability. This in turn will reduce their vulnerabilities 
and chances of sliding into crime. Mechanisms need 
to be put in place to enhance the use and institution-
alization of community contracting processes. This 
is particularly important if the youth are to benefit 
from the proposed interventions on more predictable 
and sustainable basis.

A girl carrying water for domestic use in Korogocho slum in  
Nairobi, Kenya. © Julius Mwelu/UN-HABITAT
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Highlights from Other National Slum Upgrading Projects 
Other Related Upgrading Projects of the Government of Kenya

Project/Programme Comments 

Korogocho Upgrading Programme

This is located approximately eight 
kilometres from the city centre in Kasarani 
Division in the Eastlands of Nairobi. It is 
next to the infamous Dandora dumping site. 

•	 Joint Initiative of Government of Kenya with support from Government of Italy through 
debt development swap

•	 The approach is different from that KENSUP with more emphasis on security of tenure 
through the Community Land Trust (CLT) and the need to prepare and implement 
improvements of the physical, economic and social living conditions

•	 Main programme pillars are: physical, which includes, land, housing and infrastructure; 
social which include, health, education, recreation, the aged, disabled, security and 
safety and economic which involves employment and income generation

•	 Safety issues under the Korogocho Initiative fall under social activities, and are to be 
considered in socio-economic mapping activities.

Mavoko Sustainable Neighborhood 
upgrading Programme29 – This is part of 
KENSUP.

Mavoko which is located about 20 km  
South-East of Nairobi, is currently one of the 
fastest growing municipalities in Kenya

•	 Focus on self help housing approach on one of two parcels of land set aside by of 
Kenya, On the second parcel of land an inclusive and integrated housing scheme will be 
developed incorporating all income groups together so as to share infrastructure and 
social facilities.

•	 Mavoko M.C lacks adequate planning capacities besides its fast growth

•	 lacks major infrastructure services and facilities such as sewer lines

•	 has inadequate community facilities,  

•	 safety and security considerations have not been incorporated in the programme.

Kisumu Slum upgrading -  
This is part of the KENSUP. 

Kisumu is located in the western region of 
Kenya about 400 kilometres from Nairobi.

•	 focus on construction of critical social infrastructure-schools, health facilities, 
rehabilitation of social halls and market centers etc

•	 As with other initiatives links with safety/security have largely remained weak.

Mombasa Slum Upgrading 
Programme- This is part of KENSUP.  
Mombasa is the main port town of Kenya 
located along the Indian ocean about 500 
kilometres from Nairobi.

•	 Focus on construction of critical social infrastructure comprising school, health centre, 
connecting road, water reticulation and street lighting. Classrooms constructed at 
MjiwaWangombe are rated highly by both ministry officials and local stakeholders. 
Although there has been no intervention targeted at safety and security, some of 
activities undertaken have potential of impacting on safety and security of community. 
Street lighting is a case in point.

 29 This scheme is being undertaken under KES $100 million debt swap between 
Kenya and Finland Governments.
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The federal police is responsible for the investigation of 
national or inter-state crimes and the prevention of drug 
trafficking at the national level. The civil police have the 
mandate of judicial, investigative policing, and the mili-
tary police is responsible for ostensive policing8. The fact 
that the institutions responsible for the polices at the lo-
cal level are under the states’ responsibility meant that, 
for a long time, municipalities did not feel entitled to 
intervene directly in public safety or security - this only 
began to change in the past decade, when public safety 
was understood as more than just policing. 

The Constitution gives municipalities the option to 
establish municipal guards. Their mandate is to protect 
“cultural heritage” and to protect public buildings and 
services. Municipal guards are not police organs, and 
don’t have the authority to carry out investigations or 
ostensive policing. The municipalities can also act to-
wards public safety and security by imposing adminis-
trative restrictions on rights and liberties such as limiting 
times for selling alcohol or the functioning of bars and 
restaurants. The importance of municipalities for public 
security and safety has been growing in the past years, 
especially in regards to social and economic policies as 
prevention strategies. 

8	  The Constitution defines the functions of ostensive policing as immediate 
prevention and repression of crimes.   

The National Public Security Policy

Ten years after the Constitution was written, the Na-
tional Public Security Secretariat (SENASP) was created 
to assist the Ministry of Justice in defining and imple-
menting a national public security policy and supervis-
ing the public security institutions and organs in the 
country. However, the SENASP acts in a context char-
acterized by the autonomy of police institutions – under 
the states’ responsibility, without power of authority over 
them9. 

In 2003, the SENASP begun to implement the Unified 
Public Security System (SUSP) in all states of the fed-
eration. The SUSP was organised in strategic axis. These 
were knowledge management, institutional restructur-
ing, professional training, prevention, investigations, 
external control and social participation and violence 
reduction programmes. In 2008, reinforcing the work 
initiated in 2003, the Federal Government launched the 
National Programme for Public Security with Citizen-
ship (PRONASCI), which has as its main focus the inte-
gration of public security policies with social policies for 
prevention, control and repression of crimes. 

As the Federal Government has no authority over the 
programme implementation at the state and municipal 
levels, the SENASP team develops a series of conditions 
upon which the Federal Government sends financial re-
sources for state and municipal governments to imple-
ment the programme. Among these conditions are the 
development of plans of action that include communi-
ty-based identification of priorities, the establishment 
of goals and the monitoring and evaluation of processes 
and impacts. 

The Favela Bairro Programme

Background

After decades of public policies focused on removal 
and exclusion, Favela Bairro was the first programme of 
its magnitude in the city to recognize the shortage of 
dwellings and make an attempt to integrate the already 
existing informal settlements into the “formal” city. The 
genesis of the name comes from the junction of the 
words “Favela” (the word for slum in Portuguese) and 
“Bairro” (the word for neighbourhood in Portuguese), 
meaning that the programme would transform slums 
into formal neighbourhoods. This was the biggest up-
grading programme ever seen in Latin America state as 
there were 573 favelas (Conde et.al., 2004) in the city in 
1993, when Favela Bairro was launched, accounting for 
approximately 18% of the city’s population (six million 
at the time). 

9	  As a federal republic Brazil’s federal units (municipalities, states and the 
“union” – as the federal government in called) are autonomous institutions, 
resulting in a need for agreement between them to allow policies’ 
management and implementation. 

Favela slum at night, Rio de janeiro, Brazil.© Mauricio Hora
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View of a Favela slum, Rio de janeiro, Brazil. © UN-HABITAT

Since the beginning of the 20th century there were 
government proposals for removing or displacing fave-
las and other informal settlements to peripheral areas, 
distant from the most expensive and central areas of the 
city. From the late 1960s to the late 1970s the govern-
ment implemented such policies, displacing 70 entire 
favelas and more than over 100,000 people, just between 
1968 and 1975 to peripheral and isolated parts of the 
city (Perlman, 2004). With the intensification of the 
removal policies, as they were called, community asso-
ciations began to flourish with the aim of counteract-
ing the removals and demand for better public services 
in favelas. In parallel to the removal policies, in the late 
1960s the CODESCO was created, a state (provincial) 
study and executive group to promote the integration of 
informal settlements in the formal city through urban 
and housing interventions (Ferreira dos Santos, 1981). 

The first slum upgrading projects in the city of Rio 
can be attributed to CODESCO, and one can identify 
the roots of Favela Bairro in the methodology developed 
by them at the time. In the years that preceded Favela 
Bairro’s creation, smaller scale programmes like “Projeto 
Mutirão” and “Pró-Sanear” were already part of the mu-
nicipal government’s attempts to increase quality of life 
in informal settlements.10

10	 For a detailed history of the projects that preceded the programme see: 
Prefeitura da Cidade do Rio de Janeiro, 2003 (c).

The Brazilian constitution of 1988 was an important 
regulatory framework that supported the creation of 
Favela Bairro. The new constitution established means 
for the juridical regularization of favelas and defined the 
“social function principle” of public properties, prohibit-
ing the removal of favelas and determining that existing 
favelas should be integrated into the formal city. At the 
same time, the constitution gave municipalities the main 
responsibility for planning and controlling public poli-
cies related to informal settlements. 

The 1988 constitution also settled the national frame-
work for public safety and security but did not attribute 
a mandatory role for municipal governments in assuring 
public security. The responsibility for policing and other 
public security institutions was given to federal and state 
governments. At that time, a traditional interpretation of 
public safety and security as related exclusively to polic-
ing was used by municipal governments as an excuse for 
not participating in the planning or execution of safety 
and security policies, since they were not responsible for 
police forces. In past years, the rapid increase in violence 
rates in the country, together with the pressure put on 
local politicians by their constituencies, has encouraged 
local governments to start investing in violence preven-
tion and public safety. 
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Views of Rio by night from the heights of Providência, the ‘City of God’. © Mauricio Hora 

In 1993, Favela Bairro was developed as a result of a 
“City Plan” earlier in the same year when the municipal 
government created an “Executive Group for Popular 
Settlements – GEAP”.11 The group brought together 
municipal secretariats for Social Development, Educa-
tion, Finance, Urban Planning, Environment and Public 
Services and the Planning Institute of Rio (IPLAN-Rio) 
among others and was responsible for the creation of the 
programme. 

The programme, which later became a model for Latin 
America, was considered a pioneer at the time for pro-
posing an integrated approach at such scale, for the part-
nerships it generated - involving the public and private 
sector, international agencies, and non-profits - and also 
because it was the first to recognize publicly that infor-
mal settlements, built without planning, could indeed 
be functional. 

Objectives and Achievements

The Favela Bairro programme aimed to recognize the 
individual effort already made by the city’s low-income 
residents who had built houses and offer public infra-
structure that only collective, public effort was capable 
of offering, in this way “removing the main obstacles for 
the development of those spaces and their dwellers”.12 
Despite the fact that lack of security of tenure often 
discourages people from developing or improving their 
land, dwellers in the case of Rio did not have many op-
tions since there was no effective housing policies acces-
sible to the most vulnerable. 
11	 “Grupo Executivo para Assentamentos Populares”.
12	 Interview with Sergio Magalhães carried out on 29 November 2008. 

The programme’s main objectives were to develop ur-
ban upgrading, comprising infrastructure (paving streets, 
and providing water and sanitation systems, among oth-
ers), road access points, and structures that could pro-
vide social gains to communities (nurseries, sports cen-
tres, public squares, primary health care, among others) 
and promote their integration with the formal city.13 
Initially, the programme was totally funded by the mu-
nicipality with some components supported by federal 
government funding. In 1994, with the involvement of 
the Inter American Development Bank (IADB), the Pro-
gramme grew in scale and reach. 

Favela Bairro can be described as an integrated pro-
gramme, primarily spatial, focused on public services 
and infrastructure provision, with components of com-
munity and social development. The programme is run 
by the municipal government, with funds from the Mu-
nicipality, the Federal Government, the IADB (its big-
gest financial supporter) and the European Union and is 
implemented in partnership with the private sector and 
NGOs.  

From its inception until 2003, the programme had 
intervened in 143 favelas and 25 other informal settle-
ments distributed throughout the city. Quantitative re-
sults of Favela Bairro are impressive, since in 1993 ap-
proximately 600 thousand people had benefited from: 
500 kilometres of water networks, 548 kilometres of 
sanitation networks, 1.7 million square meters of streets 
paved, and 600,000 square meters of leisure areas.14

13	 Prefeitura da Cidade do Rio de Janeiro e Banco Interamericano de 
Desenvolvimento, 2006

14	 loc. cit.




