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and violent assault is often restricted to micro-locations.44 Diagnosing and tracking 
these characteristics of violence are essential to preventing it over time. 

What is more, rapid urbanization also correlates with rising crime and violence. 
Urban geographers are finding that it is not so much the size or even the density 
of cities that predicts criminality.46 After all, Tokyo, Seoul, and Shanghai are 
among the largest and arguably safest cities in the world. And while there may be 
cultural and sociological factors explaining the relative safety of some expanding 
Asian cities, it is the speed of city growth—turbo-urbanization—that influences 
the virulence of insecurity.47 The case of Karachi stands out.48 This Pakistani behe-
moth expanded from roughly 500,000 inhabitants in 1947 to more than 21 million 
today.49 And while generating more than three-quarters of the country’s GDP, this 
megacity is today considered one of the most violent in the world.50 Other fragile 
cities like Dhaka, Kinshasa, and Lagos are now forty times larger than they were 
in the 1950s, and similarly dangerous.51 In contrast, it took New York more than 
150 years to get to 8 million people.52 

Demographers also note a relationship between the concentration of young 
people and violence in cities. Many low- and middle-income metropolises are 
affected by a surge of youth that is only getting larger.53 In some of the most fragile 
ones, 75 percent of the population is under the age of thirty.54 This means that 
the mean age of residents of Bamako, Kabul, Kampala, and Mogadishu hovers 

Figure 2.

Murder rate per 100,000 inhabitants in 2012.38

Source: Global Study on Homicide, UNODC.
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at around sixteen. By way of comparison, the average age of Berliners, Romans, 
and Viennese is forty-five.55 It is not just youthfulness that predicts city fragility, 
however, but a specific demographic of young people. Being unemployed, under-
educated, and male puts one more at risk of both killing and being killed.56 There 
is a contagious dynamic to violence between these so-called “hot people,” as some 
noted epidemiologists have discovered.57 Violence is often transmitted among a 
select group and can follow predictable patterns. The reverse is also true: The pres-
ence of well-educated and employed young people in specific neighborhoods—the 
creative class—is associated with positive dividends, including public safety.58 In 
the United States, for example, states with higher college enrollment rates and a 
higher proportion of residents with high school diplomas experience lower violent 
crime rates than states with lower college enrollment rates.59

Figure 3.

Percentage of population living in urban areas.45

Source: United Nations Statistics Division.

Other factors shaping fragility in cities are new technologies and connectivity. 
Across fragile cities in Africa, Asia, and the Americas, cyberspace is fundamentally 
rewiring the ways in which groups, individuals, and states engage with politics, 
economics, social action, and governance. In Latin America and the Caribbean—a 
region experiencing among the highest rates of urban violence on the planet—more 
than half of the population is now online, and connectivity is expanding faster 
than in any other part of the world.61 Most of that expansion is taking place among 
the young—digital natives with ambitions to change and better their lives—and 
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more than 75 percent of the region’s population lives in major cities. Urban civil 
society is also moving online, evidenced in a groundswell of blogs and networked 
social movements ranging from YoSoy132 and Blog del Narco in Latin America to 
digital protests raging from Cairo and Istanbul to Budapest and Kyiv. The 2013 
street protests in key Brazilian cities may signal a new popular awakening, as 
digital natives flex their collective political muscles and translate online action in 
over 300 cities into real-time street violence.62

Figure 4.

Percentage of the population under the age of 30, 2012.

Source: United Nations Statistics Division.

Not surprisingly, digitally savvy criminals and radical groups are also colo-
nizing Latin American, African, and Asian cyberspace, as evidenced in the stark 
rise in cyber-enabled criminality across all these regions. In Latin America, for 
example, the regional narco-economy and associated urban youth gangs use social 
media platforms to organize and advertise their activities, recruit members, intimi-
date authorities and citizens, extort money, and hire contract killers.64 Similar 
patterns of digital criminality are emerging in Eastern and Southeastern Europe, 
Southeast Asia, and also parts of Africa, including Nigeria and South Africa. 
Across it all, states—but also cities—are struggling to cope with an ever-more 
chaotic digital environment and open new channels for consultation and participa-
tion. Government responses vary widely. Most involve a complex mix of leveraging 
cyberspace to enhance governance while adopting cyber-security policies, laws, 
and capabilities to police and impose order on this promising, but also risky and 



Robert Muggah

28 | Journal of International Affairs

volatile, space.

REVERSING URBAN FRAGILITY

The consequences of city fragility are far-reaching. They include the fragmenta-
tion of public and private urban space, the depletion of social capital and cohesion 
between neighborhoods and neighbors, and the reproduction of new manifesta-
tions of insecurity and fear. Cities such as Caracas, Johannesburg, Recife, Manila, 
Mosul, and San Salvador are giving rise to Manichean landscapes of “safe” pri-
vately administered gated communities and their “violent” and public peripheries. 
The chronic nature of insecurity in these and other cities, described memorably 
by Dennis Rodgers and Bill O’Neill as “infrastructural violence,” is quite literally 
reshaping their built environment.65 Their fragility is intimately connected to the 
wider structural dynamics of urban agglomeration, as well as to the interests of—
and power relations between—competing groups. 

Figure 5.

Percentage of the population who use the Internet, 2012.63

Source: International Telecommunications Union on Internet Use.

There is nothing path-dependent about city fragility. Time and time again erst-
while fragile cities and neighborhoods rebound and ultimately transform for the 
better. Their inhabitants and institutions often exhibit extraordinary capacities of 
adaptation and resilience, offering insights to those prepared to listen. Yet compar-
atively little is known about how fragile cities cope and rebound from shocks and 
sustained violence. The ways in which both formal and informal urban systems 
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reproduce order and service functions in fragile settings is under-examined, as are 
the livelihood strategies and patterns of solidarity adopted by residents within 
them. Indeed, a closer inspection of the resilience of fragile cities will no doubt 
yield profound insights into how fragility might eventually be arrested.66

While it takes time and investment, there are examples of how city fragility 
may be turned around. For every city that has failed, there is another that has 
managed to reinvent itself. Even cities showing extreme symptoms of fragility have 
undergone remarkable improvements in some sectors. There is growing awareness 
in public policy circles of the combination of measures that, if implemented with 
fidelity, can stem fragility. Even where they may be committed, mayors and their 
advisors are not always sure how best to coordinate or align their efforts, much less 
mobilize resources. A manifesto assembling the best evidence to date could come 
in handy for mayors and urban planners in the North and South alike.67

Reversing fragility will require initiating a conversation between cities about 
their common problems. Mayors like Enrique Peñalosa of Bogotá (1998-2001), 
Rodrigo Guerrero of Cali (1992-1994, 2012-2015), and Antonio Villaraigosa 
(2005-2013) of Los Angeles offer examples of how a radical change of approach 
is possible.68 They purposefully borrowed scientific ideas and practices from 
around the world and deftly worked with different layers of government to design 
multi-sector violence prevention strategies. There are encouraging examples across 
North America, Latin America, and the Caribbean of mayors that actively opened 
up channels to communicate with violence-plagued communities. Their goals 
are to interrupt gang violence but also to introduce social policies addressing 
wider criminal stains, under-serviced communities and households, and extreme 
economic inequality. This kind of dialogue is essential for developing shared 
priorities and ensuring scarce resources are deployed effectively.

Another way to kick-start innovation is to join fragile cities with healthier 
and wealthier ones. Since at least the 1950s, “twinning” projects have inspired 
solidarity and exchange, including between North American and European cities 
demolished during World War II. Initiatives such as  Mayors for Peace,  Cities 
for Peace, and the  Municipal Alliance for Peace in the Middle East  assembled 
hundreds, if not thousands, of cities to share ideas and good practices.69 Big foun-
dations are also getting into the act by contributing to the  Millennium Towns 
and Cities Campaign, the  New Cities Foundation, the  United Cities and Local 
Governments network, and a new Global Parliament of Mayors, among others.70

One of the most powerful ways to counter fragility in cities is by focusing on 
hot spots. Place and space matter fundamentally when it comes to predicting and 
preventing violence. Hot-spot policing requires investing in real-time data collection 
and problem-oriented law enforcement.71 What is more, hot-spot policing does not 
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simply create displacement of crime down the street or to neighboring communi-
ties. Indeed, evidence across the United States demonstrates that the neighborhood 
effects are positive and adjacent communities actually benefit from this type of 
policing.72 New technologies, including innovations such as Compstat and Domain 
Awareness Systems, are increasing the capability to predict and ultimately prevent 
urban crime.73 Given the surveillance implied by such approaches, however, there 

are also growing concerns about how “future crime” 
prevention can potentially infringe on individual 
privacy.74

Reversing city fragility also requires devoting 
more resources to  mitigating violence committed 
by “hot people.”75 Young, unemployed males with a 
record are statistically more likely to repeat such an 
offense when compared to others who have not com-
mitted a crime. Indeed, about 0.5 percent of people 
generally account for up to 75 percent of homicidal 

violence in New York and other U.S. cities.76 But rather than locking up and stig-
matizing young males in fragile cities, they should be valorized. What is more, a 
hot person’s community can be exceedingly influential in preventing violence.77 
Mediation efforts to interrupt violence between rival gangs is widely practiced 
across the Americas.78 Also, targeted education and recreation projects together 
with specialized counseling for single-parent households are all proven remedies.79  

Far and away the most far-reaching and sustainable strategy to promoting 
safer cities involves purposefully investing in inclusive public spaces, social cohe-
sion, and mobility. City planners and private investors must avoid the temptation 
to reproduce spatial segregation, social exclusion, gated communities, and cities 
of walls. They must insist that the public good prevails over the private interest. 
Investments in legacy goods, especially reliable public transportation, open public 
spaces such as parks, and pro-poor social policies, including conditional cash 
transfer programs, and cities that incorporate equality can generate real dividends 
in terms of safety.80

There are many examples of how to design-out crime emerging from global 
cities, such as  Amsterdam  to  Los Angeles.81 Arguably the most stunning case 
is Medellín. During the 1990s, Medellín was the murder capital of the world.82 
But a succession of mayors led by Alonso Salazar and Sergio Fajardo turned 
things around by devoting more attention to tackling the poorest and most dan-
gerous  comunas, or neighborhoods. The slums were purposefully connected with 
middle-class areas by a network of cable cars, bus transport systems, and first-class 
infrastructure. Homicidal violence declined by almost 80 percent, and Medellín 

Rather than 
locking up and 
stigmatizing young 
males in fragile 
cities, they should 
be valorized.
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was declared the “City of the Year” in 2012, beating out New York and Tel Aviv.83

Internet penetration and information communication technologies are already 
closing the digital divide between and within cities.84 The investment in and avail-
ability of new technologies in cities is attracting talent and consolidating their place 
as hubs of innovation, creativity, and connectivity. A new generation of southern 
smart cities such as Kigamboni (in Dar es Salaam), Cite le Fleuve (near Kinshasa), 
Tatu and Kozo Tech (next to Nairobi), and Hope and Eko (outside of Accra) are 
capitalizing on the technology revolution.85 India’s Prime Minister Narendra Modi 
also recently announced that his government would create 100 new smart cities 
over the next two decades.86 Law enforcement agencies are likewise harnessing pre-
dictive analytics, remote sensing, and body cameras to positive effect by targeting 
specific locations, times of the week, and individuals.87 And activists and hackers 
are already beginning to crowdsource their security solutions. Although there are 
invariably dilemmas associated with making cities more intelligent, smarter cities 
are safer cities. 

CONCLUSION

Cities are today centerstage in decisions relating to counter-insurgency, stabili-
zation, crime prevention, and development. This debate is not without precedent: 
Urbanization and security promotion have a shared heritage. For more than two 
millennia, the clustering of populations into cities, towns, and villages was accom-
panied by efforts to pacify urban residents and shield the center from violence at 
the periphery. Historians documented the many ways in which cities are connected 
to the acquisition of security and safety by the elite at the expense of the poor.88

In the process, cities are being recast as sites of international engagement. Their 
sheer density, vulnerability, and unpredictability are described as requiring new 
paradigms of intervention. Critics are justly concerned with the tendency of the 
wealthy to “secure” cities and their upper-income suburbs for the exclusive benefit 
of the elite and middle class against the urban poor. Notwithstanding important 
exceptions, there is comparatively less focus in policy and practice on addressing 
structural factors that give rise to fragility, much less in developing more inclusive 
social contracts, responsive services, and resilient systems of urban coexistence.89

If fragile cities are to be turned around, public authorities, businesses, and civic 
groups need to get to grips with the emerging mega risks, but also the many avail-
able solutions. This means starting a conversation about what works—and what 
does not—when it comes to promoting healthy cities. The dramatic surge of the 
world’s population to cities during the last and current centuries is one of the most 
stunning demographic reversals in history. The fight for security and development, 
however defined, will be won or lost in fragile cities of the Global South. Successful 
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mayors there will harvest lessons from around the globe of ways to reverse fragility. 
The more enlightened among them already do so.   
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Cali ś Murder Rate with Science,” BBC, 14 October 2014, http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-
america-29602038; Albert Sabate, “Los Angeles Exports Anti-Gang Solutions to Central America,” 
ABC News, 12 October 2012, http://abcnews.go.com/ABC_Univision/News/los-angeles-gang-preven-
tion-model-central-america/story?id=17457607.
69  “Mayors for Peace,” Mayors for Peace, http://www.mayorsforpeace.org/; “Cities for Peace,” Institute 
for Policy Studies, http://www.ips-dc.org/projects/cities-for-peace/; UN Development Program Press 
Release, “The Municipal Alliance for Peace in the Middle East (MAP) is Launched in Jerusalem” (15 
November 2005), http://www.undp.ps/en/newsroom/ pressreleasespdf/2005/12eb.pdf.
70  United Nations Press Release, “Press Conference on Millenial Towns and Cities Campaign” (8 
September 2005), http://www.un.org/press/en/2005/050908_Local_Govts_PC.doc.htm; “New Cities 
Foundation,” New Cities Foundation, www.newcitiesfoundation.org/; “What’s New,” The Global 
Network of Cities, Local and Regional Governments, http://www.uclg.org/; “Global Parliament of 
Mayors Project,” Global Parliament of Mayors Project, http://www.globalparliamentofmayors.org/.
71  See the CrimeSolutions.gov website of the National Institute of Justice at http://www.crimesolu-
tions.gov/PracticeDetails.aspx?ID=8.
72  Anthony Braga, Andrew Papachristos, and David Hureau, “Hot Spots Policing Effects on Crime,” 
Campbell Systemic Reviews 8, no. 8 (2012). 
73  “What Is Compstat,” University of Maryland, http://www.compstat.umd.edu/what_is_cs.php.
74  Chris Jones, “Predictive Policing: Mapping the Future of Policing,” OpenSecurity, (10 June 
2014), https://www.opendemocracy.net/opensecurity/chris-jones/predictive-policing-mapping-future-
of-policing.



Robert Muggah

36 | Journal of International Affairs

75  Menno Zacharias, “Should Police Concentrate on Hot Spots or Hot People,” Policing, Politics and 
Public Policy Blog, (19 October 2014), http://mennozacharias.com/2013/10/19/should-police-concen-
trate-on-hot-spots-or-hot-people/.
76  Jonathan Stewart, “David Kennedy on Police Legitimacy, Networks and Crime,” NYU Stern 
Urban Seminar Series, (12 March 2014), http://urbanizationproject.org/events/detail/david-kennedy#.
VKH3v14As.
77  Ibid.
78  See, for example, the work of CureViolence around the world at http://cureviolence.org/partners/
international-partners/.
79  “Violence Prevention Evidence Base and Resources,” Centre for Public Health, Liverpool John 
Moores University, http://www.preventviolence.info/.
80  Laura Chioda, João de Mello, and Rodrigo Soares, “Spillovers from Conditional Cash Transfer 
Programs: Bolsa Familia and Crime in Urban Brazil” (Discussion Paper Series, Institute for the Study 
of Labor: February 2012), http://ftp.iza.org/dp6371.pdf.
81  “Design Out Crime,” LA Police Department, http://www.lapdonline.org/crime_prevention/content 
_basic_view/8852; Paul van Soomeren, “Crime Prevention Solutions for Europe: Designing Out 
Crime” (Conference on the Relationship Between the Physical Environment and Crime Reduction 
and Prevention: 2000), http://www.veilig-ontwerp-beheer.nl/publicaties/crime-prevention-solutions-
for-europe-designing-out-crime.
82  Sibylla Brodzinsky, “From Murder Capital to Model City: Is Medellín’s Miracle Show or 
Substance?,” Guardian, (17 April 2014), http://www.theguardian.com/cities/2014/apr/17/medellin-
murder-capital-to-model-city-miracle-un-world-urban-forum.
83  “City of The Year,” The Wall Street Journal, (2012), http://online.wsj.com/ad/cityoftheyear; There 
are multiple estimates of the scale of Medellín’s homicide decline. The peak homicide rate was 380 
murders per 100,000 in 1991. In 2012, the city registered fifty-two homicides per 100,000. The 
city has seen continued declines in homicidal violence since then. See, for example, James Bargent, 
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