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Urban Youth Violence in Africa

to sclerotic disciplines: the causal relationships 
between them are very rarely analysed. This lack of 
data on the link between urbanisation, violence and 
youth opens up an important field of research 
because work on these issues in sub-Saharan Africa 
and South-East Asia is particularly lacking. However, 
the direct link between urbanisation, violence and 
youth is not easy to establish despite the general 
observation that is made. It is to this arduous task 
that several members of the International 
Development Research Centre (IDRC)-supported 
research team have been committed. The study of 
security in cities is thus at the heart of the "Safe and 
inclusive cities" programme led by the IDRC and 
"Safercities" led by UN-Habitat in particular.

B. THE PROBLEM

Youth is very o�en a major player in urban violence. 
The observation is already old: "In 2000, an 
estimated 199,000 youth murders took place globally 
– equivalent to 565 children and young people aged 
10-29 years dying on average each day as a result of 
interpersonal violence. Rates for youth homicide, 
though, vary considerably by region and by country, 
and female rates are almost everywhere much lower 
than male rates" (WHO, 2002).

Different hypotheses have been formulated in the 
framework of this research programme in order to 
establish causal relations between urbanisation, 
violence and youth. One of the explanations for 
violence perpetrated by young people is corruption. 
Corruption is linked to the commission of social 

A. SUMMARY

In the context of the rapid urbanisation that the 
population has experienced in recent decades, more 
than half  of  the world's  population is  now 
concentrated in cities. In Africa, this phenomenon, 
accentuated by the rural exodus, is particularly 
significant. In 2017, the urban population in Africa 
amounted to 472 million inhabitants and it will double 
over the next twenty-five years, to reach one billion 
inhabitants in 2040 according to World Bank 
projections: by 2025, African cities will be home to 187 
million additional inhabitants, the equivalent of 
Nigeria's current population (BM, 2017).

This rapid urbanisation offers a number of 
opportunities for access to employment and basic 
social services as well as an improved living 
environment. However, this urbanisation is also 
accompanied by an increase in inequality and poverty 
but also by a rise in violence in cities. While violence is 
not necessarily urban, rapid urbanisation undeniably 
has an impact on the daily safety of people living in 
urban centres and is of particular importance for 
countries in the midst of urban transition.

Urban violence is a particularly complex social 
problem because of its magnitude but also because of 
the particular forms it can take in each society. It is 
also important to note that men and women are all 
victims of violence but the forms and impacts of 
violence affecting them are generally different. In 
addition, information on violence is o�en treated 
separately and in silos, limited in space and confined 
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constructive and active youth engagement in civic 
processes in Zimbabwe" conducted by the Youth 
Empowerment and Transformation Trust (YETT), 
violence is primarily the result of the anger and 
frustration of young people. For example, the 
guidance notes on the national youth policy adopted 
in Zimbabwe identified several categories of 
exclusion suffered by young people, as well as 
obstacles to their engagement. These include poor 
delivery of social services, extreme poverty, 
unemployment, very low incomes generated by the 
informal sector, limited economic opportunities 
and low participation in governance.

This research team finds that in the long run, the 
exclusion of young people from civic and political 
spaces has led to frustration that may have turned 
into civil disobedience and violence, as well as the 
use of alternative means of expression such as youth 
engagement in social protest movements to express 
their displeasure.

Although corruption is not explicitly linked to the 
c o m m i s s i o n  o f  v i o l e n t  a c t s ,  o n e  o f  t h e 
methodological choices made in the conduct of this 
study was to focus on corruption as a phenomenon 
that compromises young people's access to 
economic opportunities and also limits the 
government's ability to guarantee economic rights, 
cultural and social services enshrined in the 
Constitution, including through the provision of 
social services. According to the authors, crises of 
legitimacy caused by elite corruption can contribute 
to undermining the legitimacy of the Zimbabwean 
regime and in some cases pushing young people to 
commit violence.

2. Burkina Faso and the Democratic Republic of 
Congo (DRC)

According to the research team responsible for the 
study “Resistance strategies to counter youth 
engagement in violence in Burkina Faso and the 
DRC” , led by the Groupe de recherche et 
d'information sur la Paix et la Securité (GRIP), in a 
context of increasing urbanisation and increased 

damages – insofar as it causes social, economic, 
psychological and environmental injury or damage 
and has particularly reduced the economic 
opportunities of young people. Endemic youth 
unemployment may also explain youth involvement 
in violence. A "frustrated" generation that feels 
sacrificed and therefore tries to get by, by all means; a 
weak state with failing institutions (a Police and a 
Justice without means).

Some research carried out within the framework of 
the programme supported by IDRC also highlights the 
weakening of the family institution as a structuring 
factor in the shi� of young people into violence. The 
weakening of social control hither to guaranteed by 
the family environment is therefore highlighted as an 
explanatory factor for the risk of young people falling 
into violence.

Mo re o ve r,  i n  s o m e  A f r i c an  c ou nt r i e s,  t h e 
marginalisation of certain communities because of 
their ethnicity or region of origin has created 
resentments towards the central state, which has 
sometimes resulted in young people adhering to the 
ideologies of violent extremist groups.

More broadly, the historical legacy of discrimination 
in the provision of goods, public services and 
i n f r a s t r u c t u r e  i nve s t m e n t  i s  a  fe a t u r e  o f 
marginalisation and is o�en supported and 
perpetuated by institutionalised systems of 
favouritism and nepotism. Therefore, the capacity (or 
inability) of the state to provide services is an 
important consideration in the local context that very 
o�en explains youth violence in urban spaces.

These cumulative or isolated factors can in some 
cases cause the long-term exclusion of young people 
from economic, civic and political spaces and lead to 
frustration that can turn into violence, especially on 
the part of urban youth. 

B. RESEARCH FOCUS

1. Zimbabwe

For the researchers of the study "Strengthening 
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themselves with gangsters can be physically and 
emotionally abused and suffer reputational damage 
(Vuninga, 2018). Some other studies within the 
cohort suggest also that women are playing 
reproductive roles in gangs.

4. Egypt

In ̒ patriarchalʼ societies like Egypt, girls and women 
can also be victims of street violence such as the� or 
sexual harassment: 46% of women surveyed in this 
study admitted to being afraid to leave their 
neighbourhood alone. As a result, women are forced 
to adapt to everyday life and to prevent the risks 
involved; 7.4% of survey participants reported 
carrying a weapon for protection.

D. PROPOSED SOLUTIONS

1. Involving youth in decision-making

In the context of improving policies and strategies to 
prevent and combat situations of violence by young 
people in urban areas, one of the solutions 
highlighted by the various research studies is to 
involve the first concerned, namely young people, in 
decision-making processes. The aim is to create 
substantial social roles for young people to engage in 
peacebuilding and civic activities that can give them 
both confidence and a sense of hope.

In Zimbabwe, institutional and political actors are 
seen as essential to ensure that young people's voices 
are not only heard, but that their aspirations are 
captured and translated into tangible policies that 
reflect their legitimate ambitions. The study 
“Strengthening constructive and active youth 
engagement in civic processes in Zimbabwe" shows 
that proposals along these lines have been made, 
such as the imposition of an enforceable quota of 
50% of young people for participation in strategic 
spaces and decision-making structures in 
development. Social, economic and political aspects 
or the design and implementation of social 
protection programmes guaranteed access to key 
services and the provision of social shock absorbers 

economic difficulties, the power of the family as a 
home for socialisation is diminishing. Traditionally, 
the family offers a framework of socialisation with 
cultural and religious values advocating tolerance, 
respect for the elderly, solidarity, integrity and non-
violence.  These  internal ised  values  act  as 
psychological and moral safeguards to violent 
engagement. Their weakening is a factor of weakening 
for young people who may therefore be tempted to 
resort to violence. In addition, the limited financial 
capacities of parents do not always allow them to 
adequately assume their parental responsibilities, as 
demonstrated by the research programme on 
"Violence among young people in Dakar: Context 
factors and responses," conducted by the African 
Institute of Urban Management (IAGU).

3. South Africa

Currently, on estimates that there are 137 gangs and 
more than 100,000 gang members in Cape Town 
Peninsula alone (Buthelezi 2012; Dziewanski 2014). A 
significant percentage of gang-related crime occurs 
wi thin  “ impoverished black  and cloloured 
communities" according to Denver Davids' "How I 
walk through the gang streets in Manenberg, South 
Africa" study. In his study “Guns and Gang Spaces in 
South Africa,” Godfrey Maringira explains that in post- 
Apartheid South Africa, black and coloured 
communities continue to be excluded from the 
dominant economy (Kynoch,1999; Altbeker,2007; 
Cooper and Ward 2012). This exclusion has created 
and perpetuated deep structural problems which in 
turn have produced an environment conducive to 
violence, in which firearms have symbolic value as 
signs and products of social status while representing 
a source of livelihood. Juvenile violence is thus 
analysed in this work as the consequence of an 
injustice, namely, institutionalised state racism.

Violence and urban insecurity are also gendered, as 
Maringira and Masiya explain, according to which 
"Women in gangs are seen and treated as objects". 
However, in most literature, the dominate normative 
narrative observed is that women who associate 
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to young people: the aim is to enable young people in 
the community to benefit from minimum standards. 
Globally acceptable in terms of health, education, 
recreation and rehabilitation services.

The issue of youth political participation is also 
essential. In Zimbabwe, the Youth Empowerment and 
Transformation Trust (YETT) organised a regional 
youth conference with key stakeholders (from MPs to 
municipal councillors) which broadened the debate 
on civic participation, so that it would no longer focus 
primarily on candidacy for political office or 
engagement at only the national level, but on all facets 
of leadership and civic engagement, including 
regional and international engagement.

1.Using  information  and communicat ion 
technologies (ICTs) in the prevention of youth violence
Sometimes young people themselves refuse their 
political exclusion and invite themselves into public 
debate in a peaceful way. The use of alternative media 
to amplify the political messages carried by young 
people and social networks as a vector of their citizen 
participation is also important.

In a media environment o�en dominated by public 
and partisan media, largely controlled by the 
government or by political elites, young people are 
increasingly mobilising on social networks to assert 
the demand for their rights and freedoms. They thus 
impose their political inclusion, in particular by 
seizing the spaces of freedom offered by an 
increasingly "technologised" and digitised world. In a 
digitalised world, ICTs and mobile applications must 
be tools to prevent youth violence in urban areas. 
Especially since the majority of young people are 
familiar with these ICTs.

The study entitled "Participatory local governance of 
security to reduce violence through situational and 
c o m m u n i t y  p r e v e n t i o n  i n  t h e  p r e c a r i o u s 
neighbourhoods of Dakar" (RESAUD/ESEA) shows the 
interest of ICTs in the prevention and management of 
juvenile violence in the city of Dakar in Senegal. The 
establishment of a provisional local committee (CLP), 
composed of associations leaders chosen by the 

populations at the municipal level, is an original 
innovation: following a consultative process, the 
populations have indeed largely adhered to the idea 
of the implementation of ICTs which in their eyes 
constitutes an interesting device for security 
management. By mobilising ICTs, the objective is to 
give an important place to young people in 
neighbourhoods – sports associations, cultural 
associations, citizen vigilance committees – by 
making them actors committed to the daily safety 
and proximity of their community. These young 
people – boys and girls – were also trained in the 
tools and techniques of situational prevention and 
the manufacture of public solar lighting. The 
mission of the CLP is to steer the entire process 
leading to the implementation of ICTs at the local 
level through a mobilisation of actors from the 
different sectors of the municipality. The challenge 
now is that of the provision of means to carry out 
developments or equipment to secure the territory 
via ICT.

Besides, the study by GRIP found out that ICT is one 
of the primary tools that young people are using to 
assert their influence within the (shrinking) 
political and civic space in DRC, and in particular to 
bring pressure to bear on political decision-makers. 
This is consistent with other findings in this project.

Again GRIP found that some youth had adopted 
jokes as a means of making critical observations 
against political actors without suffering reprisals 
thereby showing how innovative and creative youth 
can be in response to their EDI. 

In Dakar, the "IAGU Challenge” competition was 
launched to encourage the development of projects 
on innovative technologies that aim to prevent 
and/or better manage violence involving young 
people. Several mobile applications have been 
created to promote the prevention of violence. 
Opportunities for harnessing ICTs in the prevention 
and management of violence can be found in a 
number of areas, ranging from information and 
communication to awareness- raising and 
education. Already, among young people with a 

Synthesis Brief: Urban Youth Violence in Africa



5

3. Cooper, A. and Ward, C.L. 2012. “Intervening with 
Youths in Gangs”. In C. L. Ward, A. van der Merwe 
and A. Dawes, eds. Youth violence sources and solutions 
in South Africa. Cape Town: University of Cape Town 
Press.

4. Darlington, Muyambwa, Rethinking Youth Civic 
Engagement and Political Participation in Zimbabwe, 
2018. Vol. 45, The African Review, Supp. Issue, No.1: 
75-92.

5. Documentation on Young Women's Summit: 
Strengthening Constructive and Active Young Women's 
Engagement in Civic Processes, Harare, 13-14 February 
2019.

6. Lall, Somik Vinay; Henderson, J. Vernon; Venables, 
Anthony J.. 2017. Africa's Cities : Opening Doors to the 
World. Washington, DC: World Bank. 
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/
25896

7. Policy brief on the National Youth Policy: "Towards 
a new National Youth Policy for Zimbabwe," October 
2019.

8. Kynoch G.1999. “From the Ninevites to the Hard 
Livings gang: Township gangsters and urban violence 
in twentieth-century”, South Africa, African Studies, 
58(1): 55.

9. Maringira, G., & Masiya, T. Persistence of Youth 
Gang Violence in South Africa. 2018, The African 
Review, 45, 164-179.

10. Maringira, Godfrey. "Guns and Gang Spaces in 
South Africa". 2020. Politeia, pp. 39:13.

11. Organisation for Social Science Research in 
Eastern and Southern Africa (OSSREA), Inclusive 
Mechanisms Targeting Youth for Countering Violent 
Extremism in the IGAD Region, 2021.

12. Population Council, “Creating Safer Spaces for 
Young Women in Greater Cairo Slums”, 2021.

13. Tadwein, Preventing youth violence in urban poor 
greater Cairo, 2021.

mobile phone (89.4% of young people between the age 
of 15 and 35), 7.2% have used it, at least once, to 
disseminate good practices in preventing and 
combating violence; 4.6% to alert about a scene of 
violence; 2.7% to denounce someone, 1.4% to draw 
attention to the presence of an offender and 2.9% to 
raise awareness about the risks incurred in a place 
according to data from the study "Violence among 
young people in Dakar: context, factors and 
responses", conducted by IAGU.

E. FUTURE INVESTMENTS AND RESEARCH 
PRIORITIES

All the studies mentioned in this document have 
concluded that it is essential to involve government 
decision-makers, Civil Society Organisations (CSOs), 
local communities, military officials and development 
organisations in order to find viable solutions to 
combat youth violence in urban areas. The example of 
Dakar, the establishment of a mobile application to 
prevent violence can be reproduced in other countries 
or for other forms of violence such as gender-based 
violence that exist in Egypt or Zimbabwe. Indeed, in a 
digitised world, ICTs and mobile applications must be 
tools to prevent youth violence in urban areas. 
Especially since the majority of young people know 
these ICTs. But one of the solutions highlighted by the 
various research studies is to involve the first 
concerned, namely young people, in decision- making 
processes. The aim is to create substantial social roles 
for young people to engage in peacebuilding and civic 
activities that can give them both confidence and a 
sense of hope. Why not create spaces for discussion, 
platforms bringing together young people and 
decision-makers (States, communities, police, etc.). 
Synergy between all these actors is essential.
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