
Youth, crime, and urban violence 
in Côte d’Ivoire

 

Gang members are as young as 10

 
 

66% of rapes reported  
to the UN are children 

Rape victims as young as 4 months 
old have been reported

 
Drivers of youth violence include:

 
 

Poverty and exclusion

 
 

Political exploitation

 

 

Land disputes

 

 

Poor city infrastructure and services

I N T E R N AT I O N A L  D E V E L O P M E N T  R E S E A R C H  C E N T R E

Stemming youth violence in Côte d’Ivoire
Research led by Université Alassane Ouattara reveals how Côte d’Ivoire’s youth 
have emerged as victims and perpetrators of violent crime, and points to measures 
that can offer them a brighter future.     

Côte d’Ivoire is overwhelmingly young. For the 38% of its population who are 
14 years of age or younger, life has been marked by political strife, poverty, 
and dim prospects for employment. 

New forms of criminal violence have taken root in the aftermath of civil war 
and successive political crises, especially in cities of the country’s western 
region. Addressing the roots of this violence and finding alternatives for 
young Ivorians remain major challenges.

The challenge: Can cities divert youth from  
violent crime? 
To counter violent crime, authorities have largely resorted to repressive tactics, but with little 
evidence about the drivers of violence, its perpetrators, or its victims. To address the gap, 
since 2013, researchers at the Université Alassane Ouattara in Bouaké and the Université Félix 
Houphouët-Boigny in Abidjan have focused on three cities: Abidjan, the country’s commercial 
hub; Duékoué, where land conflict has spilled over into urban areas; and Bouaké, a stronghold 
of former rebels. 

Through mapping, surveys, and interviews with community leaders, government authorities, 
and a range of criminals and victims, the team has developed detailed profiles of the most 
common types of violence and those involved. A disturbing picture emerges: youth are 
heavily represented among both perpetrators and victims, with the age of gang members 
reaching as young as 10. Understanding why youths are drawn into violence is the first step 
to finding solutions.
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“Doing the unbelievable”:  
youth pathways to crime 
Research uncovered several factors that conspire to draw youth into 
violent crime. Deepening poverty, simmering conflict, inadequate 
housing, and chaotic urban planning have left Côte d’Ivoire’s most 
vulnerable children to cope for themselves. With few alternatives, they 
turn to crime as both a means of survival and a ladder of opportunity. 

Youth are also at the heart of land disputes that have sparked conflict  
in some neighbourhoods of Duékoué and Abidjan. These conflicts in 
turn have been exploited by rival political factions. For some young 
people, “doing politics” for one side or the other can provide a way  
out of poverty. 

Marginalized youth are drawn into a number of criminal networks. The 
very young are known as “microbes”; they roam the city in small groups, 
attacking and stealing from victims. “Gnambros” control the informal 
urban transport hubs,  levying illegal “fees” by threatening drivers and 
aspiring to rise through the ranks of their “unions”.  

According to research leader Francis Akindès of the Université  Alassane 
Ouattara, “young gang members say they can ‘do the unbelievable’  when 
they are high on widely-available drugs.” Many consider themselves 
“socially dead”.

Impunity for rape
Rape is both widespread and widely denied. The majority of victims 
are young girls, some just a few months old. A 2016 UN report found 
that in 66% of the rape cases it documented between 2012 and 2015, 
victims were children. 

Rape is rarely prosecuted in Côte d’Ivoire: social and cultural norms 
largely treat the offense as a domestic matter, to be settled outside 
the courts. In some areas, it is condoned by lingering cultural beliefs. 
Those who do seek justice through legal channels face a number of 
barriers. Victims must pay for a medical exam to certify their assault. 
While the national criminal code lays out penalties for rape, it does 
not clearly define the offense, making it difficult to prosecute.  

Making cities safer for youth 
Research is informing action by national and international authorities 
to tackle the roots of violence.

UNesCO in Côte d’Ivoire is using the findings to shape a project on 
youth contributions to social cohesion. UsAID’s ProJustice program is 
drawing on the research to strengthen legal aid for rape victims. The 
security Commission of Côte d’Ivoire’s National Assembly plans to 
consult team members on the results, while the country’s Minister for 
Higher education and Research is actively sharing findings with other 
responsible agencies and ministries. Researchers have also briefed a 
fact-finding mission commissioned by France’s National Assembly.  

Professor Akindès, who received a 2016 Award of excellence for 
research and teaching from Côte d’Ivoire’s president, stresses the 

need for prevention in tackling youth crime, especially in the current 
context of jihadi extremism. “Radicalization prospers in this kind of 
environment, ” he says. “If we don’t take immediate action to prevent 
[radicalization] we will instead have to move fast to contain it.”

 

 
 
 
Safe and Inclusive Cities 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. 

Safe and Inclusive Cities  
International Development Research Centre 
PO Box 8500, Ottawa, ON 
Canada K1G 3H9 
Phone: +1 613-236-6163 
Fax: +1 613-238-7230  
email: cities@idrc.ca | www.idrc.ca/cities  
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Researchers propose a range of measures to stem the rise 
in violence: 

n Rehabilitation for street youth

n Mandatory schooling until the age of 15 

n Investments in income-generating activities for 
marginalized communities

n Neighbourhood revitalization

n Lower land registration fees to clarify tenure and  
reduce conflict

n An end to political exploitation of youth 

n Free registration of rape cases 

n A clear legal definition of rape and outreach to educate 
communities on its criminal nature 

n Better management of bus stations to deter youth gangs




