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The compilation of scholarship presented in the following pages represents the culmination 

of extensive collaborative research emerging from the Safe and Sound Cities Programme 

(S²Cities), an initiative led by the Global Infrastructure Basel Foundation, hosted by the 

Swiss Philanthropy Foundation, with the support of Fondation Botnar. More than two years 

have elapsed since the initial collaboration was established between the Universidad del 

Azuay in Ecuador, and City Space Architecture in Italy, seeking opportunities for integrated 

research participation within the S²Cities programme framework. The subsequent 

coordination and organisation of research teams across three continents—navigating 

diverse linguistic contexts and temporal zones—required considerable institutional 

commitment. The materialisation of this collaborative endeavour in this special issue of The 

Journal of Public Space represents a significant scholarly achievement. The special issue 

encompasses not only the academic research conducted in Ecuador, Colombia, and 

Indonesia, but also incorporates contributions from teams engaged in programme 

evaluation, communication strategies, and implementation projects beyond traditional 

research paradigms. The resulting compendium offers readers diverse methodological 

approaches, empirical findings, case studies, and experiential narratives, all unified under the 

thematic framework of youth, public space, and safety within Global South urban contexts. 

 

 

The Critical Imperative of Youth Safety in Urban Public Spaces 

The discourse surrounding youth safety in public spaces assumes paramount importance as 

it directly correlates with young people’s fundamental right to the city, overall wellbeing, 

and comprehensive development. Contemporary understanding of safety transcends the 

mere absence of crime or violence, encompassing young people’s capacity to navigate, 

participate in, and utilize urban spaces without fear or constraint. Global studies show that 

60% of all urban residents in developing countries have been victims of crime, at least once 
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over the past five years, 70% of them in Latin America and Africa (UN-Habitat, Safer 

Cities), highlighting the acute vulnerability of urban populations in these regions. 

The statistical reality underscores the urgency of this agenda. A study of 40 developing 

countries showed that an average of 42% of boys and 37% of girls were exposed to bullying 

(World Health Organization, Youth Violence), while research demonstrates that youth 

from impoverished households are three times more likely to be involved in gang activity 
(Higginson et al. 2018), often due to lack of community resources. These figures illustrate 

how urban environments can either facilitate or impede youth development trajectories. 

Furthermore, urban slums with high poverty rates show crime rates up to four times 

higher than other urban areas, mainly due to overcrowding and lack of employment, 

creating particular challenges for young residents. The gendered dimensions of these 

challenges are equally significant, as women have lower levels of individual access to urban 

opportunities when compared to men (Kwan, 1999) with safety concerns constituting a 

primary barrier to spatial mobility and civic participation. The cultivation of safe public 

spaces fosters social trust, peaceful coexistence, and inclusive community development 

while strengthening social cohesion. Such environments enable young people to develop 
autonomy, cultivate active citizenship, and establish meaningful connections with their 

urban environment, contributing to their socio-spatial integration and civic engagement. 

 

 

The Global South Imperative: Addressing Research and Implementation Gaps 

The emphasis on Global South contexts assumes critical importance for several compelling 

reasons. Primarily, there exists a substantial research and implementation deficit compared 

to Global North contexts, creating significant knowledge gaps in understanding contextually 

appropriate interventions. The phenomena of rapid urbanisation, inadequate urban planning 

infrastructure, and pronounced inequalities in service access generate environments where 

young people confront heightened security risks and spatial marginalization. 

Perceptions of insecurity frequently constrain youth mobility patterns, limit their 

participation in civic life, and perpetuate cycles of social exclusion. For young women and 

marginalized demographic groups, these barriers assume even greater prominence, 

reinforcing both spatial and social inequalities within urban environments. Research 

indicates that women's access to different spaces in the city – especially public space – is 

generally more limited than for men, not only on account of the association of 

reproductive labour with the home, which impinges on the time and ability to engage in 

public urban life. 

Despite these challenging circumstances, numerous public spaces across the Global South 

possess transformative potential. These spaces can serve as venues for youth-centred 

initiatives encompassing socialization, recreational activities, physical exercise, creative 

expression, civic participation, educational advancement, and community organization. 

Well-maintained, accessible, and inclusive public spaces create opportunities for meaningful 

youth engagement and empowerment. 

Evidence suggests that targeted interventions can yield significant improvements. Crime 

rates tend to decrease when communities invest in youth programs and recreational 

activities, with some reducing youth violence by nearly 40% (World Health Organization, 

https://unhabitat.org/programme/safer-cities
https://unhabitat.org/programme/safer-cities
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/youth-violence
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2015), demonstrating the potential for public space programming to enhance both safety 

and youth development outcomes. 

 

 

Toward Inclusive Urban Futures: Research Questions and Policy Implications 

How can urban communities construct or reconstruct cities that prioritize safety for young 

populations—cities where public space utilisation constitutes a fundamental right rather 

than a perceived threat? Multi-perspective examination of this central question can 

contribute significantly to future public policy development in Global South cities, 

representing the primary objective of this special issue. 

The research presented herein addresses this challenge through diverse methodological 

lenses, examining interventions ranging from participatory design processes to policy 

advocacy, from community-based programming to technological innovations. The 

compilation demonstrates that effective approaches must address the complex interplay 

between physical infrastructure, social dynamics, governance structures, and cultural 

contexts that shape youth experiences in urban public spaces. As urban populations 

continue to expand—with 70 per cent of people expected to live in cities by 2050—the 

urgency of creating youth-friendly urban environments intensifies. The scholarship 

contained within this issue contributes to building evidence-based approaches that can 

inform policy and practice across diverse Global South contexts (Mazzega et al., 2025), 

ultimately advancing the goal of inclusive, safe, and empowering urban environments for all 

young people. Through rigorous academic inquiry, participatory research methodologies, 

and collaborative international partnerships, this collection advances our understanding of 

how cities can better serve their youngest residents, fostering environments where youth 

safety and empowerment become foundational elements of urban development strategies. 
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