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Safe and Inclusive Cities

Key messages
••

Urban criminal violence is evolving,
increasing the collective feeling of
insecurity and posing even more
challenges to urban governance.

••

Deepening poverty and social
marginalization is promoting a
localized social ecosystem of
criminality among youth.

••

The average age of criminals
continues to drop, veering towards
10 years old.

••

Criminal violence related to rural
land disputes is exported from
villages to certain neighbourhoods
in cities like Duékoué and Abidjan.

Crime and Violence in Côte d’Ivoire
Since the late 1990s, new forms of violence have accompanied the transformation of Ivorian society. There are fears that this violence will be fueled by inequalities emerging from ongoing development policies. In addition to exploring the
challenges of urban governance, the objective of this multidisciplinary research
program has been to understand the evolution of the forms, causes, and perpetrators of violence, the logic of this evolution, and the resilience strategies of disadvantaged populations.
A team of researchers and students at the Université Alassane Ouattara in Bouaké
and the Université Houphouet Boigny in Abidjan carried out the research in three
Ivorian cities. They found that the deepening of poverty and social marginalization
is promoting a social ecosystem of crime among youth that is specific to certain
geographical areas.

What did we learn?
Criminal violence primarily takes on the form of rape, land disputes, and the breakdown of social cohesion, which leads to the desocialization of disadvantaged
youth in insecure neighbourhoods. Recurring conflicts, the impoverishment
of households, and poorly-managed urbanization have made children more
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Ivorian terminology
“Microbes” are youth aged 10 to 25 years, operating in groups
of two or more, who attack their victims most often with knives
and similar weapons. Some use Kalashnikovs.
“Gnambros” are those who drum up business at bus stations.
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“Syndicalistes” are those in charge at bus stations.

vulnerable. They have been left to fend for themselves, outside of the
family, educational, and community units, leaving them exposed to
violence. As a result, members of emerging gangs are even younger,
with an average age of 10 years. They are further groomed for
violence in bus stations and “fumoirs”. This change in the profile of
violence is also reflected in the feminization of gangs, with more and
more women joining the “Microbes” and highway robbers, creating
family units within these environments.
In this context, young people see violence as a legitimate economic
activity and mastery of criminal violence as a skill. Insecurity in
neighbourhoods that lack public infrastructure is another factor that
encourages crime, with inadequate housing, poor urban planning,
twisting, maze-like streets, and deep ditches providing perfect hiding
places for criminals.
The consequences of rural land disputes are spilling over into
urban areas to the same extent. Competition for rural land fuels
intercommunity resentment in urban areas and youth are at the heart
of these land disputes, exacerbating generational conflicts based
on defending political and community interests. For them, “doing
politics” becomes a fast track to climb the
social ladder.
Among the many manifestations of
violence, rape — especially of young girls
(four months to 10 years) and adolescents
— fed by demeaning beliefs and images
of the female body, is a major concern in
Bouaké and Duékoué in particular. Social
and cultural norms force communities to
confine rape cases to the private domain,
favouring customary arbitration and often
resulting in minor financial penalties. Even
when legal action is taken, the classification
of rape as a crime is not automatic because
while Ivorian law, specifically Article 354
of the Criminal Code, specifies penalties,
it does not provide a precise definition of
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“Fumoirs” are makeshift shelters where young people go to
smoke marijuana and use other drugs.

rape. This makes it difficult to achieve justice. In addition, the financial
difficulties that victims face in establishing an adequate case make it
difficult for them to have a case referred to court.
Faced with urban insecurity and the inability of law enforcement to
curb it effectively, populations have developed their own resilience
strategies, taking safety into their own hands, working to rebuild
individuals and their community through inward-looking attitudes,
and seeking new points of reference to “give life new meaning”.

What did we do?
The research focused on the cities of Abidjan, Duékoué, and Bouaké.
As a major metropolis, Abidjan has seen a resurgence of violence,
fueled by successive armed conflicts. The city of Duékoué is located in
the rural-urban continuum, where rural land issues determine urban
intercommunity relations. The city of Bouaké, a stronghold for former
rebels, was seen as the hub of political violence.

Vulnerability Factors
Abobo

TRUST IN THE NEIGHBOURHOOD
UNDEVELOPED AREA

Bouaké

Duékoué

30%

45%

45%
60%

INVERSION OF SOCIAL VALUES

25%
38%
17%

17%
22%

CIRCULATION OF FIREARMS

41%

38%

19%

ISOLATED HOME/NO ACCESS
TO SECURITY SERVICES

39%

41%

19%

ROB WHITTAKER
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Mapping techniques and qualitative and quantitative methods were
combined with documentary research to collect data. The Platform
on Gender-based Violence (GBV), Programme d’Appui à la Sécurité
Urbaine in Bouaké and Abidjan, UN Police, national police, and private
security actors have been important sources of information.

Stories of change
Informed by the study’s recommendations, relevant government
departments and other actors have committed to taking its findings into account when developing policies and programs. For
example, USAID, a supporter of the Pro-Justice program, is prioritizing rape as an issue in legal clinics it supports. Interpol supports
the idea of making the research findings accessible to the public
in the region so that they have more impact.
Young researchers trained through the study are seen as emerging experts on the topic. The research also helped deepen
understandings of the function of the collective imagination in
the expansion of criminal violence over space and time, tensions
between the legal, social and cultural environment in the treatment of rape, as well as the evolutionary paths of criminal youth
entrepreneurs and organizations.
During the research, interactions between researchers and victims
of violence often turned into counseling sessions. In the words
of one woman from Duékoué, whose husband and son were murdered before her eyes during the post-election 2011 crisis, “You
are the first person to give me enough time to be able to say what has
been in my heart for so long. Thank you for taking the time to listen. I
can’t tell you how relieved I feel. It’s more important than the money
that was offered.”

Community leaders, administrative authorities, female leaders, and
victims of crime also took part in the surveys. Interviews were also
held with criminals, including “Microbes”, ex-convicts, “Gnambros,”
and “Syndicalistes”.

What are the policy implications?
• Communities, local authorities, and the state must work to stop
the exclusion of young criminals by establishing counselling and
social rehabilitation systems in employment centres, and economic and social rehabilitation centres.
• To reduce poverty and rebuild the family structure, the state must
support access to income-generating activities for marginalized
communities, including unemployed women and youth.
• Local communities and populations of Abobo, Bouaké, and
Duékoué must revitalize their neighbourhoods to make them
safer and more welcoming by improving planning of ravines and
public spaces. Redevelopment of entire neighbourhoods must be
seriously considered.
• To promote land security and avoid conflict, the Ministry of Agriculture, through the Direction du Foncier Rural, should support a
reduction of land registration fees.
• The ministries in charge of social cohesion, public safety, and
youth must sensitize political parties, community leaders, and
youth against manipulating the land issue and “doing politics” as
a shortcut up the social ladder. They must support young people
in engaging in a democratic and civic society and breaking their
indoctrination by political parties.
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Looking for more information?
Contact Prof. Francis Akindes: fakindes@uao.edu.ci.
For other project descriptions and research publications, visit the Safe
and Inclusive Cities website: www.idrc.ca/cities.
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Have more questions about the program? Email cities@idrc.ca.

• The Ministry of Health must urgently mandate the free registration
of rape cases by granting a medical certificate to victims to allow
them to file complaints and challenge impunities.
• Regarding the applicability of Article 354 of the Criminal Code
that punishes rape, the National Assembly must clearly define
rape in legal terms. Investigation and the pursuit of public action
in cases where a complaint is withdrawn should be mandatory
and systematic.
• As bus stations are hotspots for the introduction of youth to
violence, the Ministry of Transport should establish an organizational structure to soundly manage them. The Conseil Exécutif des
Transports urbains de Dakar (CETUD) in Senegal can be used as a
viable model.

The Safe and Inclusive Cities initiative is a global research effort
jointly funded by the United Kingdom’s Department for International
Development (DFID) and Canada’s International Development
Research Centre (IDRC). Launched in 2012, it supports 15 multidisciplinary teams working in 40 cities across sub-Saharan Africa,
South Asia, and Latin America to build evidence on the connections
between urban violence, poverty, and inequalities. 		

What next?
• The establishment of databases of evidence would help
actors better understand the connections between poverty,
exclusion, and criminal violence. In addition, a study on
possible solutions could be scaled up to make this research
more operational.

M U LT I - F U N D E R I N I T I AT I V E

• A stronger partnership is needed between the state, the GBV
Platforms, NGOs, and legal clinics when it comes to implementing
solutions recommended to fight rape.
• The idea that land is an object of political marketing and ethnic
division must be eliminated to develop communication that
brings people together.
• As the dynamics of peri-urban areas are poorly understood, the
consequences of urban sprawl should be studied to put in place
effective instruments of urban governance.
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