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Introduction

International media and scholarly reports reveal how levels of violence and victimisation are assuming epidemic proportions across Latin America. In fact, virtually every country in the sub-regions - from Mexico and the seven countries of Central America
 to the countries of South America
 - exhibits comparatively high rates of inter-personal violence. In contrast to many other regions around the world, there are signs that the situation is worsening. Armed Violence not only has damaging and destructive effects on individual lives, but also slows economic growth and impedes social development. Likewise, persistent underdevelopment and inequality are correlated with the onset of violence.

But the news is not all bad. There are countless examples of efforts to prevent and reduce armed violence throughout the region, many of which are making profound improvements to the routine daily safety and security of Latin American citizens. Contemporary approaches to preventing and reducing armed violence in Latin America are today amongst the most innovative in the world. Successful interventions to enhance real and perceived security combine a solid evidence base with constructive public-private partnerships at the metropolitan level. They often involve a combination of ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ measures, each tailored to the local specificities on the ground.  
This report considers the scale and dynamics of inter-personal violence across Latin America. The emphasis on inter-personal violence encompasses homicidal, criminal, sexual and domestic categories. For the purposes of this report, ‘collective’ forms of violence such as trans-national organised crime, drug trafficking and organised political violence – while playing an instrumental role in shaping trends and trajectories – are only marginally addressed.
 The report starts with the assumption that the diagnosis of, and response to inter-personal violence must be based on robust empirical evidence of its complex risks and symptoms. Divided into four sections the report traces out: (1) patterns of armed violence; (2) risks and resilience to armed violence, (3) policy and programming responses; and (4) recommendations to enhance prevention and reduction. 

Section I. Patterns of violence in Latin America

Whilst each country and community experiences violence in distinct ways, the temporal scope and scale of armed violence appears to be escalating throughout Latin America. In 2004, the last year for which comparable victimisation statistics are available,
 Central and South America registered homicide rates of 29.3 and 25.9 per 100,000 respectively - roughly three times higher than the global average of 7.6 per 100,000. The Caribbean rate of 18.1 is still more than twice as high as the global average (see Figure 1). Just as alarming, it appears that between 2004 and 2006 homicides are increasing in Central and South America. Homicide rates are declining in most other parts of the world, especially Western and Eastern Europe (see Figures 2).

It is important to also look behind the statistics to understand how and who are most at risk of armed violence. Firearms – especially revolvers and pistols but also assault rifles and grenades – feature prominently in homicide in Latin America. As in other parts of the world, the overwhelming majority of those perpetrating and being victimized by armed violence in Latin America are males of 15 to 29 years old.
 Young males are four to five times more likely to be killed by violence than females. Moreover, as homicide levels rise, deaths appear to be increasingly concentrated among young males, particularly those between the ages of 20 and 29.
 In countries that already experience relatively high homicide levels, female homicides represent between 7 and 13 per cent of total homicides, as is the case in Colombia and El Salvador.
 

Figure 1. Homicide and firearm homicide around in selected regions (per 100,000)

	
	Homicide
	Firearm homicide
	Firearm suicide

	Latin America*
	29.3 
	15.5
	1

	Africa
	25.9
	5.9
	0.8

	Eastern Europe
	15.7
	3.1
	0.4

	North America
	8
	3.1
	5.5

	Middle East
	4.4
	1.8
	0.1

	Southeast Asia
	3.4
	1.5
	0.1

	Asia Pacific
	4
	0.5
	0.4

	Western Europe
	1.5
	0.4
	1.7

	Global
	7.3
	3.1
	0.8


Source: Global Burden of Armed Violence (2008) and Small Arms Survey (2006)

*This includes rates for both South and Central America, but not DR.
Figure 2. Time-series homicide rates in Latin America (per 100,000)

	Countries
	2002
	2003
	2004
	2005
	2006
	2007

	Argentina
	8.43
	9.47
	7.9
	6.3
	5.8
	5.27

	Belize
	33
	24
	28
	30
	33
	

	Bolivia
	3.74
	2.82
	
	
	
	

	Brazil
	
	
	
	27.4
	26.6
	25.7

	Chile
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Colombia
	
	57
	48
	42
	40
	39

	Costa Rica
	6
	7
	6
	7
	7
	

	Cuba
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Dom. Rep.
	14
	18
	25
	26
	23
	

	Ecuador
	
	
	
	13
	
	

	El Salvador
	31
	32
	41
	54
	55
	

	Granada
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Guatemala
	30
	35
	36
	42
	45
	

	Guyana
	
	27
	
	
	
	

	Honduras
	55
	33
	31
	35
	42
	

	México
	29
	28
	26
	25
	26
	24

	Nicaragua
	10
	12
	12
	13
	12
	

	Panamá
	12
	10
	9
	11
	11
	

	Paraguay
	
	
	
	8
	
	

	Peru
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Suriname
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Uruguay
	
	
	
	14
	
	

	Venezuela
	38
	44
	37
	37
	45
	 


Source: CERAC (2009) and WHO (2008)

Latin America exhibits comparatively high rates of violence against women, particularly in urban areas. The difficulties of assembling and analysing data related to gender-based, domestic and intimate partner violence are arguably more challenging than is the case for homicide and violent crime. Absolute levels of such violence are hidden owing to low reporting rates and weak sentinel surveillance systems. Women and girls are often reluctant to acknowledge abuse by partners or family members. 

Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS) can usefully capture relevant information on sexual and gender-based violence. For example, in two countries – Honduras and Nicaragua – comparable data was collected between 1997 and 2005. They reveal broadly similar trends that can also potentially be extrapolated to a number of other comparator countries in Latin America. For example, in Honduras, 17 per cent of all married women have experienced violence, 15 per cent have suffered violence at the hands of a family member or a spouse/partner, while 13 per cent reported experiencing victimisation by a spouse/partner. The rates are two percentage points higher in each category in Nicaragua (19, 15 and 13 per cent respectively).
 

Figure 3. Crude homicides in Latin America

	Countries
	2002
	2003
	2004
	2005
	2006
	2007

	Argentina
	3,173
	3,599
	3,031
	2,441
	2,270
	2,082

	Belize
	87
	67
	79
	81
	92
	80

	Bolivia
	324
	249
	
	
	
	

	Brazil
	49,640
	50,980
	48,374
	47,578
	46,660
	

	Chile
	
	
	276
	
	
	

	Colombia
	
	23,523
	20,210
	18,111
	17,479
	17,198

	Costa Rica
	261
	300
	280
	338
	338
	

	Cuba
	
	
	660
	
	
	

	Dom,Rep.
	1,310
	1,719
	2,354
	2,497
	2,264
	

	Ecuador
	
	
	2,314
	
	
	

	El Salvador
	2,024
	2,172
	2,768
	3,778
	3,928
	

	Granada
	3,630
	4,237
	4,507
	5,338
	5,885
	

	Guatemala
	76
	
	
	
	
	

	Guyana
	3,629
	2,224
	2,155
	2,417
	3,018
	

	Honduras
	29,067
	28,202
	26,668
	25,780
	27,160
	25,129

	México
	554
	635
	646
	729
	686
	

	Nicaragua
	380
	338
	308
	364
	371
	

	Panamá
	968
	
	
	
	
	

	Paraguay
	
	
	1,526
	
	
	

	Peru
	
	
	194
	
	
	

	Suriname
	9,671
	11,342
	9,719
	9,964
	12,257
	 

	Uruguay
	3,173
	3,599
	3,031
	2,441
	2,270
	2,082

	Venezuela
	87
	67
	79
	81
	92
	80


Source: CERAC (200) and WHO (2008)

The economic and social burden of armed violence in Latin America is significant, and straining other formal and informal sectors of the economy. The most obvious cost generated by inter-personal violence is the value of resources used in to attempt to control, contain or treat its consequences. This includes public and private expenditures on police, security systems and judicial services, which range from 2 to 9 percent of the GDP for countries across the region.
 These expenses can be described as ‘unproductive’ in economic terms.

The loss of young productive males and females to violence has sweeping implications for growth. Recent estimates suggest that Latin America features the largest share of GDP lost due to ‘premature’ intentional mortality. Latin America experiences the most significant loss of life expectancy due to armed violence. For example, in Jamaica, violence reduces male life expectancy by 1.81 years and 1.0 for females. Colombia, El Salvador, Guatemala Venezuela, Bolivia and Honduras are all next in line. 

Box 1. Inter-personal violence in Central America

Central America features amongst the highest rates of homicide in the world – as much as 28.9 per 100,000 inhabitants.
 Reported rates of homicidal violence in the past five years are rising. In certain countries homicide rates exceed levels of violence experienced during the conflicts of the1980s. In other countries, homicide appears to be more stable. The economic costs of armed violence for the region are comparatively high – approximately 3 to 9 per cent of GDP per annum.

Chronic armed violence in Central America is partly a legacy of armed conflicts during the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s, together with a rise in gang (mara and pandilla) violence and organized crime. Violence also appears to be aggravated by the ‘deportation’ of convicts and former inmates from the US to Central America. Ultimately, violence appears to be demographically concentrated among young males as aggressors and victims in urban centres. Meanwhile, rates of violence against women, the elderly and children appear also to be escalating. 

Figure 4. Homicide in Central America and Mexico: 2002-2006 (absolute figures) 

Country
2002
2003
2004
2005
2006
2002-2006

Mexico
13'110
12'760
11'690
11'255
11'594
60'409

Guatemala
3,630
4,237
4,507
5,338
5,885
23,597

El Salvador
2,024
2,172
2,768
3,778
3,928
14,670

Honduras
3,629
2,224
2,155
2,417
3,018
13,443

Nicaragua
554
635
646
729
686
3,250

Panama
380
338
308
364
371
1,761

Costa Rica
261
300
280
338
338
1,517

Belize
87
67
79
81
92
406

Figure 5. Homicide rate in Central America and Mexico: 2002-2006 (per 100,000) 

Country 
2002
2003
2004
2005
2006
2002-2006

El Salvador
31
32
41
54
55
43

Honduras
55
33
31
35
42
39

Guatemala
30
35
36
42
45
38

Belize
33
24
28
30
33
30

Nicaragua
10
12
12
13
12
12

Mexico
13
12
11
11
11
12

Panama
12
10
9
11
11
11

Costa Rica
6
7
6
7
7
7

Figure 6. Annual changes in homicide rates in Central America and Mexico: 2002-2006 (%) 

Country
2002-03
2003-04
2004-05
2005-06
2002-06

Mexico
-2.7 
-8.4 
-3.7 
3.0t
-11.6

Guatemala
16.7
6.4
18.4
10.2
62.1

El Salvador
7.3
27.4
36.5
4.0
94.1

Honduras
-38.7
-3.1
12.2
24.9
-16.8

Nicaragua
14.6
1.7
12.8
-5.9
23.8

Panama
-11.1
-8.9
18.2
1.9
-2.4

Costa Rica
14.9
-6.7
20.7
0.0
29.5

Belize
-23.0
17.9
2.5
13.6
5.7

A considerable proportion of homicidal violence in Central America is committed and experienced with firearms, including military, law-enforcement and civilian-style weapons. Roughly 65 to 70 per cent of reported homicidal violence is committed with small arms though rates fluctuate from country to country. More than 3 million such arms are believed to be in circulation in Central America and 16 million in Mexico (Karp 2008). Less than one third of these are legally registered with public authorities. Owing to limited domestic manufacturing capability (with the exception of Guatemala and Mexico), virtually all firearms are imported from abroad – especially the US – or are a legacy of war-era stockpiles. A modest but nevertheless thriving ‘craft’ industry also exists. 

Figure 7. The Economic Cost of Violence in Central America

Country
Year
Total USD
per cent of GDP

Costa Rica
2003
635.06 (million)*
3.6

El Salvador
2003
1,717 (million)
11.5

Guatemala
2005
2,386.7 (million)
7.3

Mexico
1979
not available
12.3

Average


8.675

*Converted from Costa Rica Colon 246.12 million

Most countries in Central America are committed to international and regional norms and legislation associated with arms control, though national implementation and enforcement of gun laws remain sporadic. Meanwhile, private security companies offering protection of assets and businesses comprise a rapidly growing sector in the economies of Central America and Mexico (Godnick et al 2003). But state responses to chronic armed violence also tend to reproduce heavy-handed tactics and are often focused on deterring delinquency through crack-downs, incarceration, social cleansing and even extra-judicial actions and executions.

Source: Londoño and Guerrero (1999); UNDP (2006a); and UNDP (2005c).

Section II. Assessing risks and resilience

No single factor can explain why many Latin America countries and cities present spiralling levels of violence. In Latin American societies as elsewhere inter-personal violence remains an extremely complex phenomenon with roots that can be traced to the interaction of overlapping factors – some biological, social and cultural with others more economic and political.
 Understanding the multifaceted characteristics and dynamics of violence is essential for designing and implementing effective violence prevention and reduction strategies. 

It is especially important to document and analyse key risk and resilience factors shaping violence onset and duration. Many of these have been identified through exhaustive studies and research. It is now well established that certain risks and protective factors are associated with the increase or decrease of interpersonal violence across time and space. An explanation of risk and resilience factors is provided in the box below (see Box 2). 

Box 2. What are risks and resilience factors?

‘Risk factors’ are defined as any factor that contributes to the increased likelihood of a person engaging in a violent act or becoming a victim of violence.
It is crucial to recognise that the presence of a given risk factor does not necessarily imply that violence or crime will occur.
 It is a probabilistic concept rather than a deterministic one. Indeed, many so-called ‘high risk’ individuals and groups will never commit a violent act. It is impossible to predict with absolute certainty whether or when a particular individual will commit an act of violence. Nevertheless, it is highly likely that the greater the number of existing risk factors, the higher the risk of an individual engaging in, or being victimised by, violence.

‘Resilience factors’ can be described as any factor that enables an individual to manage adversity and respond to risk in a positive fashion.
 Like risk factors, the presence of a resilience factor does not guarantee the protection of an individual. Nevertheless, they play an important role in mediating risk factors and enabling an individual, household or community to avoid or overcome violence.
 Crucially, it is only by recognizing these factors and understanding the way they interact that successful intervention strategies can be designed and replicated.

Some examples include self-esteem and a positive sense that one’s efforts will produce the desired effect, the absence of marital discord, family cohesion, a good relationship with at least one parent, connectedness, a sense of social integration, attachment to social institutions, such as school and church, the ability to navigate in multiple cultural contexts, and commitment to civic engagement.
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The ecological model developed by the World Health Organization (WHO)
 offers a multi-level framework in which to conceive and explain the interaction of risks and resilience. It demonstrates how violence perpetration and victimization are  interconnected from the individual to the societal levels. Critically, the model reveals how inter-personal violence is the result of a complex interaction between factors at four different levels: individual, relational, communal and societal.

The circumstances in violence it occurs, its nature and society’s attitude towards it - varies greatly from one setting to another.
 A number of studies in Latin America suggest that while the sub-regions feature a history of armed conflict (especially in Central and South America), specific structural and proximate risk factors offer a more convincing explanation for the growth in inter-personal violence in recent years. These include growing up in a violent or broken home, a history of victimization, substance abuse, social isolation, rigidly proscribed gender roles, as well as personal characteristics such as poor behavioural control and low self-esteem.
 Violent victimisation in Latin America is further shaped by structural factors including systemic under-development
, high levels of inequality and exclusion
, a youthful population, rapid rates of unregulated urbanization, and norms and values that celebrate violent masculinities.

Structural Risk Factors

Recent studies highlight the importance of socio-economic inequality and poverty as critical factors shaping inter-personal violence. Some 182 million people are estimated to be living in poverty in Latin America and the Caribbean – approximately one third of the regions total population – with an additional 71 million people living in extreme poverty.
 Research suggests that those countries exhibiting the highest rates of poverty such as Guatemala, combined with high rates of urbanization, also reveal the highest homicide rates.
 While poverty can trigger violence, it generally only does so when combined with income disparities
 and social exclusion.

Unemployment and underemployment of young males is also routinely associated with high rates of violence in Latin America. Several countries and cities across South and Central America reveal unusually high levels of un- or underemployed youth together with youth at risk. The percentage of secondary school-age youth not enrolled in secondary school varies by country, from 25 per cent in Chile to 63 per cent in Nicaragua
. Where urban economies are unable to absorb populations or accommodate their labour requirements, the risk of inter-personal violence escalates. Young males begin to experience economic deprivation and frustration, which in turn can increase their vulnerability to street gangs and other forms of organised crime.

There are considerable challenges associated with an ineffective justice system and correctional services in Central and South America, in particular. In Guatemala for example, in 2000 there were approximately 2,707 murders without a suspect and only 197 with suspects (UNODC 2007). In addition, 37 per cent of respondents in a survey for Latinobarometro (2004) indicated that it was possible to bribe a judge to receive a reduced sentence. The inability to prosecute offenders, the persistence of corruption and the absence of adequate prison facilities all foster a widely held perception of impunity for homicide. 

Another structural factor attributed to high violence rates in the region is the rapid and unregulated urban growth.
 These fast growing cities are usually accompanied with increasing levels of violence and crime, posing serious challenges to the provision of security and justice.
 This is also related to the institutional weaknesses of police, criminal justice and correctional services.
 As mentioned in Section I, this weakness is consequence of many factors, such us entrenched corruption, impunity, mistrust, weak service delivery and the incapacity to deal with and adapt to new and more sophisticated forms of (transnational) criminality. However, despite growing evidence indicating that harsher penalties do not necessarily exert a significant deterrent effect, the likelihood of being caught and punished still appears to register an impact on criminal activity.
 

Cultural Norms and Domestic Violence

Cultural norms are also a relevant determinant of violent behaviour. Accordingly, violence in Latin America appears to be nourished by a culture that celebrates machismo and violent masculinities. Some studies
 attribute the pervasive machismo in the region to the influence of the Napoleonic Code governing Latin American legal systems, which accentuate and promote gender differences and considers woman as legally inferior. Although many of these laws have changed, the code has helped to promote machismo’s social acceptance, reinforcing the power that men feel over woman. In fact, machismo is still a major obstacle for the preventing and reducing domestic violence in general and violence against woman specially. 

In the case domestic violence, some common risk factors that trigger violence include a history of violence in the male partner’s family (particularly having seen his own mother beaten) and alcohol abuse by the male partner.
 Also, women are particularly vulnerable to abuse by their partners in societies where there are marked inequalities between men and women, rigidly demarcated gender roles, cultural norms that support a man’s right to sex regardless of a woman’s feelings, and weak sanctions against such behaviour.

There are a range of ‘protective’ factors shaping the risk and severity of violence against women. For example, rates appear to decline in relation to increases in women’s education levels and are largely invariant to wealth. What is more, age at marriage and the greater age difference between partners are also associated with lower rates of domestic violence. A greater number of children and frequency of heavy drinking by spouses/partners are also associated with higher rates of violence. Finally, women whose fathers beat their mothers are also more likely to suffer from violence as an adult.

Domestic violence is not only target against women, but also children. Several assessments
 indicate that early childhood factors, such as child abuse and neglect, can elevate the risk for the incidence of most types of inter-personal violence.
 Consequently, interventions that target these types of factors could turn out extremely beneficial for violence prevention. Age and gender also play important role. Regarding gender, aggressive behaviour is one of few characteristics that differentiate infant boy and infant girls. Indeed, girls are less aggressive than boys.

Narcotics Trafficking

The United Nations Office for Drugs and Crime (UNODC) attributes rising violence – including inter-personal violence – in Latin America to narcotics trafficking.
 According to UNODOC, drug trafficking exacerbates crime due to violence generated by battles over turf and territory; the normalization of illegal behaviour and the banalisation of violence; the diversion of criminal justice resources from other activities; the widespread availability of firearms; and the undermining and corruption of service-providing institutions.
 Indeed, the US government’s Joint Operations Environment assessment recently described narco-trafficking, weak institutions and porous borders as the central factors shaping collective and interpersonal violence across the region.
 

Certain Latin American countries are implicated in at least one of three principle aspects of nacro-trafficking: production, transit and distribution. Specifically, the Andean Region area has long served as the primary cocaine-producing region globally, particularly Bolivia, Colombia and Peru.
 Various forms of violence occur at the production stage – particularly in relation to the regulation of territory, control over crop production, and in connection to state and non-state actors.
 Although not the primary subject of this report, violence is also deployed by state agencies in their attempts to deter production and eradicate and confiscate drugs.
 

Another major factor elevating the risk of interpersonal violence relates to the transit and transferring of narcotics. Indeed, Central American and Caribbean countries are increasingly implicated at this stage. Many are literally caught in the cross-fire of cocaine traffickers shifting product from South to North America. The United Nations estimates that between 80 and 90 per cent of all cocaine consumed in North America enters through Mexico, with the other 10 per cent entering via the Caribbean, including Haiti and the Dominican Republic.
 While commonly associated with organised crime, the Beckley Foundation Drug Policy Programme
 has also recently highlighted a robust link between drugs trafficking and levels of routine urban inter-personal violence in Latin America.

Youth Gangs

Youth gangs constitute yet another phenomenon closely associated with the onset and virulence of interpersonal violence in Latin America, especially in Central America, the Caribbean and certain South American countries like Brazil. In fact, a number of descriptive research studies have established that, while varying from country to country, such gangs play a central role in shaping the dynamics of urban violence across the region.
 

Although reliable information about the sizes and scales of gangs is limited, estimates for Central America vary between 69,000 to 200,000 gang members operating in the region. Even the lower estimate implies that there are more gang members than military personnel in Central America.
 If accounting for gangs in the Caribbean and South America, the numbers may reach as high as 500,000. Regional organisations such as the Organisation of American States (OAS) and the Caribbean Community (CARICOM) have identified gangs as the primary threat to regional stability and security, though such concerns may be overstated. 

There are recurring structural risk factors shaping gang formation in Central and South America. These include pervasive machismo (many gang codes are clearly expressions of a heightened masculinity), high levels of social exclusion and horizontal inequality, rapid urbanization without employment opportunities, legacies of authoritarianism and armed conflict (and their aftermath), and the unregulated availability of weapons. Importantly, gangs regularly assume new roles owing to the comparatively weak presence of the state and concomitant governance deficits. 

Another significant structural variable is migration, including the deportation and return of convicts from North to Central America.
 Moreover, gang violence is linked to a wider crisis of exclusion and spatial segregation as a result of unrestrained liberal market-led urban renewal and design. Such trends can lead to the proliferation of gated communities and closed condominiums, as well as the fortification of urban transport networks.
 

Availability of Arms and Alcohol

One of the major proximate risks associated with increasing inter-personal violence in Latin America relates to the widespread availability of unregulated small arms and light weapons. As mentioned in the introduction, Latin America features amongst the highest homicide rates on the world. And while ‘most criminals never intend to use their firearms during the commission of a crime … the carrying of weapons during crime increases the risk that they will be used.’
 

Alcohol and drug abuse are also well-established proximate risk factors associated with the onset and lethality of inter-personal violence.
 For example, a study conducted by the Pan-American Health Organisation (PAHO) compared the levels of victimization associated with various causes in eight cities in Latin America and Spain. The results revealed that although the levels of victimization from various types of violence are different in each city, one of the variables most frequently associated with victimization was alcohol consumption.
 Likewise, several studies link certain types of inter-personal violence with substance abuse.

Section III. Prevention and Reduction Programmes

Just as there is no single cause of armed violence in Latin America, there is no single solution. Given the complexity of the issue, prevention programmes must take many risk factors into account. Interventions are frequently divided into two categories: actions geared towards violence control and actions geared towards violence prevention. Those emphasizing ‘control’ tend to favour ‘hard’ enforcement-led activities, more punitive legislation and the construction of prisons.
 Often described as the Mano Dura approach or the ‘war on drugs and gangs’, they tend to focus on ‘high risk groups’ such as gang members. In many cases, gang suspects are extra-judicially killed, disappeared or abused.
 Interventions are undertaken by the state security apparatus together with reforms on the judicial and penal systems.

In the wake of significant criticism – heavy-handed programmes are being increasingly complemented by ‘softer’ Mano Amiga (friendly hand) and Mano Extendida (extended hand) interventions. Rather than emphasizing penalties alone, these latter interventions seek to incentivize demobilization from gangs and reductions in violence through the provision of alternative livelihoods and addressing proximate and structural risk factors. Such interventions emphasise actions that address income inequality and poverty and the implementation of more voluntary interventions. 

These second generation activities are typically more compliance and voluntary-oriented and combine carrots with sticks to address the risks and symptoms of armed violence (see Box 4). It should be noted that enforcement are not in and of themselves negative. But ‘tough’ action such as cordon-and-search activities or intelligence-led weapons seizures are often more effective when undertaken by accountable and responsive security actors and in combination with other softer interventions designed to address structural and proximate risks.

Box 4. Second generation approaches to violence reduction
Gun Free Town Project, El Salvador

El Salvador experiences amongst the highest rates of homicide in the world. And while the country averages approximately 10 homicides a day, 8 of which are firearms related, homicides are declining rapidly in some areas. In San Martín, for example, homicide rates have practically halved. Adopting the campaign slogan “San Martín and Ilopango alive, free from guns”, the National Council of Public Security (CNSP) has administered the “Gun free towns” project in both cities with the support of the UNDP since June 2005. According to official data, from November 2005 to June 2006 homicides dropped by 40.7 per cent and crimes committed with guns fell by 29 per cent.

Prevention of Violence in the Valle de Aburrá, Medellin  (PREVIVA)
Meanwhile, a combination of DDR of para-militaries/guerrillas and enforcement-led interventions against organised crime also led to dramatic reductions of violence in Medellin and other Colombian cities. In particular, the Prevention of Violence in the Valle de Aburrá (PREVIVA) strategy launched in 2004 represents an impressive multi-sector approach that purposefully enhanced the absorptive capacity of areas for demobilised gang members that simultaneously strengthens local confidence in government. By 2006, the extremely high homicide rate of 381 deaths per 100’000 in 1991 rate dropped by more than 90%.

Armed violence prevention and reduction programmes frequently adopt a host of activities ranging from community-based demobilization and reintegration, SSR and civilian weapons collection to temporary alcohol prohibitions, environmental design in slums and targeted interventions focused on ‘at-risk youth’ and single female-headed households. It is often difficult to artificially divide interventions into either ‘control’ or ‘preventive’ categories since most adopt elements of each. Indeed, effective interventions are not either/or; rather, they are located along a continuum. Crucially, the ‘success’ of softer approaches to most violence reduction programmes are still to be determined even if certain studies show that they tend to have a greater impact (and are more cost effective) than purely repressive approaches.
 

More optimistically, contemporary approaches to preventing and reducing armed violence in Latin America are today amongst the most innovative in the world. For example, the National Program of Public Security and Citizenship (PRONASCI) launched by President Lula in 2007 features a comprehensive approach to promoting security and development across Brazil’s eleven metropolitan regions.
 One of the well documented examples is Bogota. Unlike many other Colombian cities, the capital has witnessed over the last decade a substantial decline in violence, expressed by the reduction in the number of homicides, which went from around 80 per 100,000 inhabitants at its peak in 1993 to 22 in 2004.
 The transformation experienced by Bogota is related to the processes of change in the management of the city that took place during the 1990s and after 2000.

Citizen disarmament and controls on alcohol 

All effective interventions to prevent and reduce armed violence begin with a solid theory of change and robust evidence of proximate and structural risks. In Bogota, for example, researchers and policy makers determined that homicidal violence comprised a generalized phenomenon that, combined with a culture of intolerance, could be exacerbated by trivial fights that ended in death owing to the presence of alcohol and firearms. Homicide rates in Bogota appeared to be highest at night and densely concentrated over weekends.
 

Reporting one of the highest homicide rates in the world during the 1990s, municipal politicians and civil servants were adamant that something had to be done. The (then) mayor of Bogota launched a disarmament plan in 1995 that restricted firearms possession during weekends and on public holidays. By 2001, residents had handed in 6,500 firearms, which were subsequently melted down.
 An alcohol consumption control policy was simultaneously adopted, whose main measure, known as Ley Zanahoria (Carrot Law) or Hora Zanahoria (Carrot Hour), resulted in the limiting of the sale of alcohol 1am. Moreover, then Mayor Mockus launched a campaign on the responsible drinking.
 These interventions are credited with substantive improvements in perceived safety and real reductions in inter-personal violence.

Firearms control measures have been adopted in several Latin American countries. For example, Argentina sought to register legitimate firearm owners, adopt stricter controls over civilian possession, and a range of sensitisation campaigns. Likewise, Paraguay adopted a Firearms Control Law in 2002 that set out the norms and requirements for owning and carrying guns and establishing rules for importing and exporting weapons and ammunition. Ecuador launched reforms to improve arms control in the hands of private security enterprise. Equally, Peru conducted a national campaign for regulating gun ownership by civilians while Venezuela approved a Disarmament Law in 2002. In Central America, Guatemala established a National Disarmament Commission in 2005 while El Salvador launched a series of campaigns to promote public awareness and disarmament.
 

Regaining decaying urban spaces

An important strategy to enhance protective and resiliency factors associated with preventing violence relates to urban renewal and environmental design. Municipal governments from Colombia to Nicaragua recognize that the repair of major and secondary roads and deteriorated urban spaces can enhance opportunities for coexistence and citizen security and strengthen perceptions of security owing to integrated efforts of metropolitan institutions, the police and community representatives. 

A number of multilateral and bilateral donors such as the World Bank and the Inter-American Development Bank have sought to support urban renewal in order to reduce criminal and inter-personal violence. Specifically, the Sustainable Development Department of the World Bank promotes situational prevention components in Bank-financed urban projects. Examples include Viver Melhor II (Bahia, Brazil), Barrio-Ciudad (Honduras) and the Inner Cities Basic Services for the Poor Project (Jamaica). These interventions promote crime prevention through environmental design (CPTED) and the methodology has been successfully replicated in Chile and as part of the PROMETROPOLE project in Pernambuco, Brazil.

Another ‘urban’ approach adopted to promote violence prevention and reduction was pioneered in Colombia and involved support to devolved local security councils. In this Bogota-based initiative, ‘civic guides’ were recruited by ‘Misión Bogota’ – a metropolitan network supported by the public authorities – to regulate citizens’ activities such as traffic, security, coexistence, community organization and waste recycling. Between 1999 and 2002, permanent contracts were offered to civic guides positions to almost 4,000 people, including youngsters, gatherers of recyclable waste, sex workers, homeless and displaced people, and unemployed heads of households. Concerts and public exhibitions were also featured in previously marginal and stigmatized areas. 

Professionalization and institutional strengthening of the criminal justice system

An effective criminal justice response to armed violence is central to prevention and reduction. Effective laws and legitimate police services offer a critical deterrent effect and can prevent re-offending. Indeed, a functioning criminal justice system boosts public confidence and perceptions of safety and security. But in Latin America, as elsewhere, the ‘success’ of criminal justice systems in detecting crime and bringing perpetrators to justice is mixed and depends on many factors.
 These range from the efficiency and levels of resources/training available to police and justice personnel to the sophistication of criminal activity and the degree to which corruption and bribery allow criminals to operate with impunity. The experience of justice reform in the Dominican Republic, however, highlights that better cooperation among the police, justice and correctional services (supported by integrated information systems) and embedding justice reform in a broader multi-sector strategy of violence and crime prevention can reduce impunity. 

A number of country and city administrations across Latin America have sought to reform and modernize their criminal justice sectors. Interventions tend to seek to reform, reorganize and reorient security and justice institutions to enable them to work more effectively. For instance, in Uruguay, the IADB financed institutional reforms that sought to alter the organizational culture of the Interior Ministry, from an exclusive emphasis on violence control to violence prevention strategies. The renovation of the existing rudimentary equipment to gather data, the creation of a unified geo-referenced data collection system, and the training all staff working in the Ministry yielded benefits.
 Similarly, in Chile, the military police force, Carabineros, implemented a successful modernization plan called the Plan Cuadrante. Launched in 1999, it sought to (i) increase the presence of the Carabineros on the street; (ii) revise human resource management systems and (iii) establish new performance indicators based on a set of objective and quantifiable indicators.
 

At the same time, other countries have encouraged more ‘community-oriented’ policing and community watch programmes. Many of these activities have been launched in lower-income and impoverished areas, including shanty-towns and squatter settlements that surround the periphery of urban centres. In other cases – as in Colombia – they have been combined with the training of national police officers and designed to encourage more attention to human rights, the promotion of citizen security, the role of judicial police, greater awareness of sexual and gender based violence and other issues.

Likewise, innovative neighbourhood watch committees have often been established that encourage collaborative relations between community police officers and local residents.
 Another creative strategy emerged from Perpétuo Socorro, one of the poorest neighbourhoods in Macapá, Brazil. There, interventions launched by the Amapà military police promoted the conversion of gang members into legitimate security guards. A Community Council for Public Safety was also established to strengthen ties between the police and the community, with immediate results. Four months after the start of community policing initiative, the monthly average of police-related incidents fell from 400 to 200. The quality of life in the area improved considerably with streets being paved, public lighting improved and day-care centres installed.

Working with at-risk youth and women

As signalled above, at-risk youth are frequently amongst the most susceptible to perpetration and victimization from Argentina to Mexico. Progressive interventions such as Brazil’s Fight for Peace offer instructive lessons in ways of preventing violence through early prevention. Fight for Peace is both a ‘social project’ and a boxing club, registered by the Rio de Janeiro State Boxing Federation, where boys in the Maré favela are instructed in civil rights and boxing. Since 2002, youth have received literacy classes, legal aid, and paid internship placements at private businesses and NGO’s in the city. In addition to boxing training and citizenship classes, a number of recreational activities take place in the club, such as musical presentations and parties. Fight for Peace now plans to open its doors to girls in the community.

A vast array of youth and gang-related interventions has been tested throughout Central America (see Jutersonke, Rodgers and Muggah 2009). For example, in Nuevo León Mexico, the government implemented in 1998 a programme called Jóvenes Jóvenes. The project targeted gang members by providing them with new opportunities. Specifically, it offered youth gangs who exhibited anti-social behaviour with more productive alternatives based on their preferences and capacities. The activities emphasised personal growth and economic opportunities while allowing individuals to realise their potential. In its fist four years, the programme disbanded 265 gangs of the 718 that were offered assistance. 
 

Meanwhile, domestic violence prevention is also receiving growing attention among certain governments in Latin America. For example, in Colombia, the number of ‘comisarías de familia’ (family police stations) have expanded between 1996 and 2002 from 5 to 20 across Bogota. This practically tripled the amount of cases assisted in the same period from12,736 in 1994 to 36,149 in 2002 (Alcaldía 2003).These interventions have generated positive knock-on effects in relation to schooling and education. Youth and children assisted by these comisarías displayed a change in perception of violence, how to confront it and the role of arms in solving disputes, as compared to control groups who did not participate in the programme (Muñoz, 2005). In addition, the beneficiaries perceived that their participation in the programme also contributed to the reduction of crime and violence.

Likewise, in Bariloche, Argentina, an initiative designed to prevent violence in public schools was implemented in 1997. The intervention featured a training programme based on conflict management/resolution and peer mediation to help limit the resort to violence in order to settle interpersonal disputes among students. Teachers were trained in conflict mediation and later selected students were supported to act as mediators and trainers. The programme has been linked to a decrease in student violence as well as improved relationships between students and teachers. Indeed, the province’s legislature has sought to scale-up the initiative and sanctioned an education law that incorporates key tenets of the programme in all public schools. 

Building social capital and forging civic cultures

It takes time and considerable investment to diagnose and treat community risk factors shaping violence. An innovative intervention implemented in Bogota, Colombia, however, revealed that cultural changes are possible under even the most adverse conditions. Specifically, the programme ‘Formar Ciudad’ in the mid-1990s intentionally sought to alter cultural and behavioural habits of city residents and institutions. It aimed to engender a ‘new’ urban culture based on mutual respect between citizens through personal contact and education. 

Specifically, the initiative aimed to (i) promote co-existence; (ii) provide citizens with the capacity to induce others to obey norms pacifically; (ii) increase their capacity to solve problems without resort to violence; and (iv) Increase communication between citizens and their ability to express themselves through art, culture, recreation and sport. Together, these were expected to inculcate a ‘civic culture’.
 Taken together, these initiatives were considered of vital importance in the transformation of Bogotá into a model of urban development. Nowadays, similar initiatives are being implemented in several Latin American cities.

Section IV. Recommendations

Notwithstanding alarming rates of crime and victimisation, Latin America features an array of emerging good practices and lessons with respect to preventing and reducing inter-personal violence. A number of key lessons are distilled in this final section to highlight possibly entry-points for national and municipal authorities, civil society representatives and international donors and agencies. 

Implement evidence-based multi-sectorial and integrated interventions. Interventions should be based on clear diagnosis of the types of violence and risks being targeted. Interventions should be based on evidence and address context-specific types of violence and risks. A ‘multi-sectoral’ approach that advances a mix of cost effective and demonstrated interventions can generate important reductions in inter-personal violence. Recent guidance provided by the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) on armed violence prevention and reduction highlights the importance of investing in direct and indirect interventions backed by clear evidence and diagnosis. 

· To civil society actors: Develop context-specific diagnosis and define the best integrated actions to address crime and violence. 

· To municipalities, state and national agencies: Invest in sentinel national and local surveillance systems and support integrated and multi-sectoral programmes. 

· To bilateral donors: Provide financial support for enhanced data collection and analysis capacities and support programmes that are evidence-based and that include a variety of integrated multi-sectorial interventions.

Set realistic goals, benchmarks and targets to prevent and reduce inter-personal armed violence. Owing to the complex nature of such violence, it is critical that objectives are commensurate with the realities on the ground. A number of evaluations have concluded that over-ambitious programmes that are too broad in scope generate comparatively limited returns. Likewise, while short-term interventions (e.g. crack-down operations, restrictions on alcohol selling or collection of firearms) while attractive and visible to the public, may also be too narrow in scope to offer meaningful returns. 

· To civil society actors: Clearly define programmes and link them to measurable targets and goals and recognise need for multi-pronged interventions. 

· To municipalities, state and national agencies: Offer incentives to enhance multi-stakeholder interventions and support clearly defined programme designs with measurable targets and goals and define complementary programmes. 

· To bilateral donors: Provide financial support for clearly defined programme designs with measurable targets and goals, including baseline data and a robust monitoring and evaluation system. 

Promote inter-agency collaboration, with a single mechanism adopting a leadership role. Multi-sectoral approaches are challenging since they require ‘integration’ of different bureaucratic structures with different interests and practices. Improved joint goal setting, communication, inclusion and the creation of ‘inter-agency’ mechanisms can reduce friction. Likewise, training might be desirable to enhance integration. Finally, the appointment of an entity to facilitate coordination – preferably linked to the Executive – can ensure that adequate political, human and financial resources are mobilised.

· To civil society actors: Develop a set of policies and procedures and specific training designed to enhance inter-agency integration and collaboration. 

· To municipalities, state and national agencies: Develop collaborative inter-agency partnerships, development effective communication systems and administrative policies and procedures, and support a ‘lead-agency’ approach.
· To bilateral donors: Provide financial support for programmes that promote inter-agency collaboration.

Cultivate and nurture real political commitment. While a common refrain, political commitment is central to the longevity and effectiveness of violence prevention and reduction. Rebuilding social infrastructure, increasing the reach of institutional capacities, and altering public perceptions of crime and violence is a long-term process. Early childhood development programmes that reduce future criminal behaviour and interventions focused on restoring employment for at-risk youth feature time-lags and challenges, and will take time. Adopting a long planning horizon is critical, even if short-term gains are pursued. Long-term political commitment not only has to be taken into account on the local and national level, but also by the donor community. 

· To civil society actors: Systematically document ‘successful’ practices on the ground and enhance the transfer of good practice on programme design, implementation and evaluation. Promote both collaborative and adversarial approaches to lobbying national and municipal governments.

· To municipalities, state and national agencies: Invest adequate economic resources to complete interventions within a long-term vision.

· To bilateral donors: Consider providing long-term support to projects that demonstrate potential. 

Encourage local ownership in the design, implementation and monitoring of inter-personal violence prevention and reduction initiatives. Ultimately, to be effective, violence reduction efforts must be embraced by multiple entities— including government and civil society. Without ownership of the project there is no corresponding commitment. This requires the judicial system, police force, educational and health institutions, media and the community to be involved in project planning and execution – an exceedingly complex task.
 Developing a communication strategy is of key importance to inform about the programme and to build awareness in the community and educate about its importance. 

· To civil society actors: Support local institutional strengthening and a culture of dialogue among communities.

· To municipalities, state and national agencies: In order to foster greater understanding on the local level and between civil society organizations and police forces, support a process of dialogue by organizing workshops and discussions. Develop a communication strategy.

· To bilateral donors: Target specific actors on local level that can work as a trigger in bringing communities together.

Involve local authorities and the community in developing and implementing violence prevention and reduction strategies. Community participation is an essential tool in developing legitimacy, changing attitudes, and empowering and mobilizing civil society, private sector and government actors in the long term. Such engagement has been achieved throughout Latin America by forging partnerships with key stakeholders such as law enforcement, health and education ministries, churches, businesses, NGOs and other civil society associations and foundations, and the media.

· To civil society actors: Enter a process of information exchange with municipal, national and international level. Engage key stakeholders in the decision-making process and develop strategic mobilisation campaigns.

· To municipalities, state and national agencies: In order to foster greater coordination, support a process of dialogue between different institutions by organizing workshops and discussions. Include key stakeholders in the decision-making process.

· To bilateral donors: Diagnosis and engage the interests of national, municipal and local actors when financing interventions.

Encourage the transfer of ‘social technologies’ associated with violence prevention and reduction between countries and cities of Latin America. Public authorities, civil society groups and researchers throughout South and Central America have developed innovative and effective interventions to enhance safety. While every situation is unique, many of these exhibit features that can be replicated in similar contexts. The example of Bogota has inspired intervention programmes in cities such as Johannesburg or Jakarta.

· To civil society actors: Seek to identify and systematize good practices in the region and consider replication with support from public and private actors.

· To municipalities, state and national agencies: Encourage and support regional and metropolitan cooperation in the sharing, exchange and financing of such interventions, seeking multilateral and/or bilateral support where necessary, including through mayors, labour and police federations.

· To bilateral donors: Provide financial support for South-South knowledge transfer. 

Enforce existing laws and agreements on arms control. There are a host of international, regional, and national agreements and mechanisms to regulate and control the availability of small arms and light weapons. These range from the UN Programme of Action (UNPoA 2001) to internationally-agreed instruments associated with marking, tracing and containing the brokering of weapons. There are also a host of regional and national agreements such as the OAS Convention and others. 

· To civil society actors: Promote advocacy to enhance state compliance with existing norms, invest and support national and local disarmament programmes and enhance education on the ‘risks’ associated with unregulated weapons possession, particularly among high-risk group. 

· To municipalities, state and national agencies: Intensify the commitment to implementing existing standards and norms on containing the trade, transfer, stockpiling, destruction and possession of arms – particularly amongst civilians. 

· To bilateral donors: Provide financial support for effective advocacy, evidence-generation, and practical weapons management and disarmament programmes.  

Monitoring and evaluation activities in violence prevention operations are crucial. Early investment in evidence collection and analysis is essential to designing effective and well-targeted interventions. It can also ensure that corrective actions are taken during project execution, and ensure that project results and outcomes are accurately assessed, advertised, replicated and scaled-up. These activities are particularly important for new areas of activities, such as stand-alone violence prevention operations, where there is no past performance record and most interventions are being attempted for the first time. 

· To civil society actors: Collect qualitative and quantitative data on armed violence. Transfer data to relevant municipal and national agencies. Provide training to partner institutions. 

· To municipalities, state and national agencies: Create an information system that includes the police, service providers (such as hospitals and clinics), community groups and other government agencies on a municipal level

· To bilateral donors: Provide financial support for evaluation and monitoring of armed violence reduction programmes

Invest appropriate resources in professionalizing and modernizing justice and law enforcement agencies. Justice and law enforcement agencies play a central role in crime prevention and reduction strategies. However, most Latin American police agencies are in need of reform efforts that professionalize and modernize their services. In particular, interventions should seek to (i) invest in training, technical equipment and adequate salaries and benefits for officers; (ii) modernize police management and information systems; (iii) include strategies that try to approximate the police with the community and that address crime through preventive actions; (iv) establish clear performance indicators to define objectives and measure their effectiveness; (v) implement efficient internal and external oversight of police activity; (vi) consult and include officers in the decision-making processes regarding police reform, in order to gain acceptance within the force; and (vii) design processes and communication systems that enhance  cooperation among the police, justice and correctional services. 

Complement armed violence reduction and prevention programmes with development initiatives. There is growing consensus among the international community that there is strong link between armed violence and development. Successful armed violence programmes go hand in hand with development initiatives. Recent guidance provided by the OECD on armed violence prevention and reduction highlights the importance of investing not only in direct but also in indirect armed violence prevention through the enhancement of development. 

· To civil society actors: Complement the engagement in the fight against armed violence with long-term approaches to enhance development

· To municipalities, state and national agencies: Invest adequate economic resources for complementing development projects. Devote sufficient project resources to provide long-term economic opportunities for the youth

· To bilateral donors: Provide long-term financial support for projects that indirectly address armed violence through development

Create sustainable opportunities for the (at-risk) youth. The provision of opportunities for youth is crucial in many ways. Young people are especially predisposed to becoming involved in committing or being victimised by violence. The youth are also affected by the lack of economic opportunities, the risk of un- and underemployment and systemic poverty. 

· To civil society actors: Ensure high rates of children and youth are in school, promote local youth initiatives – including music, recreation and employment opportunities, and invest in effective family planning interventions.

· To municipalities, state and national agencies: In order to create options for youth, invest in the creation of meaningful employment (including high retention). Also offer specialised education opportunities for at-risk youth – including vocational and related training.  

· To bilateral donors: Invest in specific agencies and entities that can create employment opportunities for the youth, including at-risk youth. 

Reduce social and economic distance. Social and income inequality are amongst the primary driving factors shaping armed violence. Latin America societies rank among the most unequal in the world. Only Southern Africa shows an equally high gap between the richest and the poorest of a society.
 Social distance is not only created by unequal distribution of wealth. Indeed, spatial or physical segregation and ‘ghettoisation’ engender distances between different communities.

· To civil society actors: Engage in social events in marginal and stigmatized areas in order to bring separated communities together.

· To municipalities, state and national agencies: Invest in urban planning projects, in order to recapture decaying urban spaces. Foster exchange between different communities on municipal, national and regional level.

· To bilateral donors: Target specific actors on local level that work on urban planning projects and initiate dialogue between separated groups.
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