
Security and sports: 
Police patrol Rio 
de Janeiro’s favelas 
after Brazil wins the 
Olympic bid in 2009.
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Sustaining 
Security: 
Community Policing 
in the Americas

There are bright spots in the urban struggle 
against violence and other crime.

by Nancy E. Brune

D
iscussions of sustainable cities tend to focus on environmen-
tal goals such as developing eco-friendly architecture, recy-
cling, and improving the resiliency of urban infrastructure 
systems. But public or citizen security is an equally impor-
tant aspect of building a sustainable city. Often, it is the issue 
that tops the list of citizens’ concerns—and with good reason. 

Violent drug cartels, extreme poverty and inequality, high 
unemployment rates for young men, and the illegal traffi ck-

ing of small arms and light weapons have kept Latin America one of the most 
violent regions in the world. 

The United Nations Offi ce of Drug Control (UNODC) estimates that in 
2010, 31 percent (or 144,000 homicides) of the world’s total homicides oc-
curred in the Americas (compared to 36 percent in Africa and 27 per cent in 

SUSTAINABLE CIT IES
SPECIAL SECTION
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and Los Angeles, shows that generating trust and con-
fi dence among communities normally hostile to police 
strengthens the ability to identify and isolate the most 
violent offenders.

In Latin America, community policing offers a path 
to generating legitimacy for police activities, and to pro-
viding grassroots intelligence that enables better police 
planning—while at the same time complementing and 
extending the limited resources of state authorities.4

A number of cities in the Americas have successfully 
adopted community policing programs over the years, 
ranging from the small municipality of Santa Tecla in 
El Salvador to the sprawling metropolis of São Paulo. 

Evaluations suggest that success is more likely when 
such programs are accompanied by a package of policy 
changes and reforms: police and judicial reform, evi-
dence-based data programs that help police focus on 
the key crime hot spots, integration with social and 
economic development programs, and the insulation 
of security programs from politics.5 

Below are some examples, and the lessons drawn 
from them. 

Crime Mapping in Santa Tecla
A 2010 U.S. State Department report concluded that 
El Salvador, whose annual public security budget is 

roughly $500 million, 
had “an ineffective pub-
lic security strategy, in-
adequate government 
funding and training 
of the Policía Nacional 
Civil (National Civil-
ian Police—pnc), and 
ineffective senior-level 
leadership.”6 

But  despite  t he 
damning negative as-
sessments, there have 
been bright spots at the 
local level, one of them 
in Santa Tecla, in La 
Libertad department. 

From 2001 to 2006, 
Santa Tecla ranked as 
one of the top 20 most 
violent municipalities 
in El Salvador. In 2002, 
Mayor Oscar Ortíz 

New police offi cers take to the streets: 200 new offi cers were sworn in to the National 
Civilian Police in San Salvador to support the fi ght against gangs and crime. 

Asia).1 At 15.6 homicides per 100,000, the homicide rate 
in the Americas is more than twice the world average.2 

The overall security environment also has a signifi -
cant economic impact, particularly on investment and 
long-term growth. In a 2011 report, the World Bank re-
ported that “crime and violence carry staggering eco-
nomic costs at the national level.”3 

In response, a number of cities throughout the Amer-
icas have launched new security programs and initia-
tives in an effort to address their growing public security 
challenges. Some have made more progress than others.

 
Brother’s Keeper

T
he introduction of community policing in 
many cities and states throughout the Amer-
icas has been a welcome alternative to Latin 
America’s often criticized reliance on the mil-
itary to curb violent crime. Community po-

licing, as its name implies, requires law enforcement 
authorities to collaborate with local leadership in set-
ting public safety priorities. That means, for instance, 
responding to grassroots concerns about relatively mi-
nor criminality that affects the quality of life, such as 
break-ins, car thefts and vandalism. The experience of 
U.S. law enforcement, which pioneered the concept in 
once high-crime urban areas in cities like New York 

P
R

E
V

IO
U

S
 P

A
G

E
: 

S
P

E
N

C
E

R
 P

L
A

T
T

/G
E

T
T

Y
; 

L
E

F
T:

 Y
U

R
I 

C
O

R
T

E
Z

/A
F

P
/G

E
T

T
Y

AQ0114_BRUN_LAY15B.indd   112AQ0114_BRUN_LAY15B.indd   112 1/15/14   9:30 PM1/15/14   9:30 PM



AMERICASQUARTERLY.ORG 113AMERICAS QUARTERLYW I N T E R  2 0 1 4

NANCY E . BRUNE SUSTAINING SECURITY: COMMUNITY POLICING IN THE AMERICAS

launched a multi-year strategy to address public secu-
rity and development by prioritizing human and social 
development, citizen security, capacity-building, and in-
creased coordination among local government agencies, 
with a strong emphasis on citizen participation through 
community councils.7

Initially, the mayor concentrated on recovering of 
public spaces. He launched a series of crime prevention 
programs that evolved by 2004 into the Política Munic-
ipal de Prevención y Convivencia Ciudadana de Santa 
Tecla (Santa Tecla Municipal Policy for [Crime] Preven-
tion and Citizen Security), the focus of which was re-
ducing homicides. 

As part of this effort, local authorities established an 
Observatorio para la Prevención de la Violencia (Observa-
tory for Violence Prevention)—essentially a data center 
devoted to real-time collection of information on crime 
and violence in the city. By gathering the data, the cen-
ter enables real-time monitoring, mapping, and analysis 
of crime patterns. The information is made available to 
the National Civilian Police, Municipal Security Agents 
and local government authorities, and has led to inno-
vative responses such as the installation of 165 street 
lamps in one dangerous, high-crime area.8

Local authorities also instituted joint patrols between 
the pnc and Municipal Security Agents. In 2008, Mayor 
Ortíz brought together local, state and national actors 
in a municipal management mechanism to better co-
ordinate crime fi ghting. Over the years, as a result of 
these security efforts, homicide and crime rates have 
fallen from a rate of 49 homicides per 100,000 residents 
in 2005 to 30 in 2008, while the national rate continues 
to rise.9 Santa Tecla’s success has also served as a model 
for other cities in El Salvador. 

Community Outreach in Lourdes
In 2009, the nearby city of Lourdes, also in La Liber-
tad, was one of the four most violent communities in 
El Salvador. With the assistance of the U.S. Agency for 

International Development and the U.S. State Depart-
ment, local authorities launched a community-based 
policing program that emphasizes intelligence-led 
policing, building capacity among offi cers in modern 
patrol and investigation skills, and increasing public 
engagement in the law enforcement process. As of May 
2012, more than 10,000 police offi cers in Lourdes and 
other parts of El Salvador had received community po-
licing training.10

Lourdes’ Model Precinct Program also employed 
community outreach programs, such as police athletic 
leagues and a school-based gang resistance program 
(Gang Resistance Education and Training—great) to 
develop crime prevention strategies. The results were 
remarkable: between 2010 and 2011, the city’s crime rate 
declined by 40 to 50 percent,11 and from 2009 to 2013, the 
city’s homicide rate declined by 70 percent.12

Police-Community Partnerships in São Paulo 
and Rio de Janeiro, Brazil
In the late 1990s, São Paulo authorities adopted the Jap-
anese strategy of community policing known as the Ko-
ban system, beginning initially in the neighborhood of 
Jardim Ranieri in the southern part of the city. Central 
to this system is the creation of partnerships that in-
volve police with the delivery of social services, such as 
running a library, hosting social events, distributing in-
formation about public safety and public health issues, 
and giving food and clothes to the homeless. Other core 
elements of the initiative include the establishment of 
small fi xed police headquarters, foot patrols, commu-
nity safety councils, and the collection of data to im-
prove crime analytics using geospatial analysis.13 Since 
the state Military Police launched these efforts, reported 
crimes have fallen from 408 in 2000 to 88 by 2009.14

Authorities in the state of Rio de Janeiro, considered 
one of the most violent in Brazil, adopted the Koban sys-
tem, creating the Unidade de Polícia Pacifi cadora (Police 
Pacifi cation Units—upps), a special force within the state 

Local authorities in Santa Tecla established an 
Observatory for Violence Prevention—a data center 

devoted to real-time collection of information on 
crime and violence in the city. 
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Military Police. In 2008, 13 upps were established in the 
districts and favelas of Rio de Janeiro. Led by José Mari-
ano Beltrame, secretary of public security for the state of 
Rio de Janeiro, the upp community policing model has 
four basic aims: (1) applying force against armed crimi-
nal gangs to recover territory armed groups had taken; 
(2) restructuring police training and increasing salaries, 
reducing corruption and police criminal activities; (3) 
maintaining a permanent physical presence in these 
“pacifi ed” communities; and (4) participating in com-
munity service programs.15 There are approximately 30 
upps and more than 8,000 offi cers deployed today. In 
anticipation of the security challenges associated with 
hosting two global sporting events—the World Cup in 
2014 and the Olympics in 2016—offi cials hope to de-
ploy 12,000 offi cers in upps across 160 communities.16

Prior to deployment, upp offi cers receive specialized 
training in community relations, with an emphasis on 

human rights and confl ict resolution. upp offi cers are 
also required to perform community service—such as 
teaching music, karate or computer science—to help 
them gain the trust of the local residents. While it is 
too early to arrive at defi nitive conclusions about the 
impact of the upp model, which is scheduled to remain 
deployed through 2016 when Brazil hosts the Olympics, 
the number of murders in the city of Rio fell by 10 per-
cent between 2008 and 2012. A recent study interviewed 
residents of eight favelas and found that 84 percent of 
those interviewed characterized their community’s se-
curity as “better” or “much better” than the year before.

Support for the upp program has been marred in recent 
months by reported incidents of violence at the hands 
of upp offi cers. Ten offi cers from the upp in Rocinha, 
Rio’s largest favela, have been charged with the torture 
and murder of a young laborer, Amarildo de Souza, and 
allegedly subjected 22 residents to various forms of tor-

Returned weapons and safer streets: A police officer in Caracas guards an event to eliminate seized weapons in June 2013.      
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ture.17 While the violent behavior appears limited to the 
upp unit in Rocinha and Colonel Federico Caldas, gen-
eral commander of the upps in Rio de Janeiro, has re-
cently announced changes in police leadership in 25 of 
the 34 upps, the charges have heightened scrutiny of upp
tactics and threatened community–police relations.18 

Hot-Spot Policing in Brazil and Venezuela
A number of cities and states across the Americas have 
adopted hot-spot policing (puntos calientes). Under this 
strategy, local authorities focus their limited resources 
on specifi c geographic locations (e.g., street corners, al-
leys or other places in a neighborhood) where crime is 
particularly high. Of critical importance to effective 
hot-spot policing programs are modern tools for infor-
mation and communication technology, including pre-
dictive analytics and geospatial analytics and processing, 
which are used to control and predict crime.

The Brazilian states of Minas Gerais and Pernambuco 
have deployed hot-spot policing with some success in 
their precarious public security environments. In 2003, 
Minas Gerais state authorities launched the Fica Vivo 
(Save Lives) program with the objective of reducing the 
high number of homicides, particularly among young 
males. Fica Vivo concentrates its policing resources and 
deterrence strategies on high-crime areas, a strategy but-
tressed by the establishment of community safety coun-
cils that work closely with law enforcement offi cials 
and police offi cers to address security problems, plan 
policing strategies, set performance goals, and establish 
mechanisms of accountability. Since 2003, the number 
of homicides in Minas Gerais has fallen by 50 percent.19

In Pernambuco, once considered the most violent 
state in Brazil, state authorities adopted Pacto pela Vida 
(Covenant for Peace) in 2008, another version of hot-spot 
policing but reinforced with a multi-sector partnership 
model that brings together police, universities and civil 
society organizations to support confl ict resolution at 
the community level. Between 2008 and 2013, homicide 

rates in Pernambuco fell by 42 percent.20

In Sucre, one of the most densely populated mu-
nicipalities that encompasses parts of Caracas in the 
Venezuelan state of Miranda, Mayor Carlos Ocariz has 
introduced hot-spot policing this year, after an ambi-
tious federal program (described below) failed to reduce 
crime.  Following a three-year study indicating that 80 
percent of crimes occurred in just 6 percent of the ter-
ritory, Sucre’s strategy focuses on the installation of 
security cameras, safe corridors, community policing, 
community security plans, improved collaboration be-
tween police offi cers and private security guards, higher 
salaries for police offi cers, and integrated activities in 
the areas of culture and sports for youth.21

When It Doesn’t Work

B
ut reform doesn’t always guarantee success. 
Indeed, there have been a number of failed 
efforts in the region as well.  The most suc-
cessful public security strategies depend on a 
number of factors, including the provision of 

adequate resources; complementary judicial and police 
reforms; the insulation of public security from politics; 
improved training for police; local ownership of com-
munity policing programs; and greater integration of 
security agencies across all jurisdictions. 

Below are some of the cases that haven’t worked out 
so well, often for failing to address the factors men-
tioned above. 

Venezuela’s Policía Nacional 
Bolivariana (PNB)
Venezuela is one of the most violent countries in the 
world. In 2009, in the face of public outrage over growing 
crime and homicide rates, then President Hugo Chávez 
issued a mandate to the Policía Nacional Bolivariana (Na-
tional Bolivarian Police Force—pnb) to improve citizen 
security. The operations of the pnb refl ected a new po-
licing model, whereby offi cers would be trained at the 

The most succesful public security strategies 
depend on a number of factors, including 

the provision of adequate resources and 
complementary judicial and police reforms.  
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new Universidad Nacional Experimental de la Seguridad 
(National Experimental University of Security—unes) 
in crime prevention techniques, community engage-
ment and respect for human rights. Offi cers would di-
rectly work with residents, community councils, and 
businesses in a specifi c geographic area and support 
cultural and athletic activities and programs.22 

Initially, pnb forces were deployed at subway stations 
and neighborhoods throughout Caracas, known as the 
world’s murder capital. The results were immediate. It 
was reported that in Sucre the pnb reduced the crime 
rate by roughly 60 percent.23 Following the program’s 
early success, the federal government expanded the pro-
gram to a number of additional high-crime states, in-
cluding Aragua, Carabobo, Lara, Miranda, Táchira, and 
Zulia. The pnb community policing model is expected 
to be deployed by the end of 2013 to a total of 15 states 
covering 56 percent of the national territory and affect-
ing 83 percent of the population. 

To date, the pnb policing model has received signifi -
cant federal funds. From 2011 to 2012, Chávez allocated 
more than 2 billion bolivares ($466 million) to the pnb, 
which also supported the establishment of unes. The 

initial pnb force of 952 offi cers grew to 4,222 offi cers in 
2011, and nearly doubled to 7,000 offi cers the following 
year. Training is planned for an additional 7,700 offi cers.  

 In 2012, Chávez also announced the launch of a new 
one of his signature Misión A Toda Vida Venezuela (Full 
Life Venezuela Mission) programs, a 5 billion bolivar 
($1.1 billion) program designed to increase crime pre-
vention and cooperation in communities, strengthen 
national security services, transform the country’s ju-
dicial system, reform the nation’s prisons, create a na-
tionwide “victim support” service, and increase citizen 
awareness and engagement.

As part of the program, the government directed re-
sources to strengthen Venezuela’s Cuerpo de Investigacio-

nes Científi cas, Penales y Criminalísticas (Criminal, Penal, 
and Scientifi c Investigation Bureau—the equivalent of 
the U.S. Federal Bureau of Investigation), by increasing 
staff (district attorneys, criminologists, detectives, and 
criminal investigation agents), providing additional 
training for 2,500 investigative offi cers, 2,000 prison of-
fi cers, and 2,000 specialized offi cers, and establishing 
29 new centers of investigation.24  Reportedly, the initial 
stage of the new mission was to focus on the 79 munic-
ipalities in the country with the highest crime index.25

However, despite the well-funded efforts to improve 
citizen security, overall success has been limited. Crime 
rates and homicide rates continue to trend upward in 
many of the most densely populated states, including 
Miranda.26 Observers identifi ed several reasons: federal 
authorities that failed to direct signifi cant resources and 
attention to police, prison and criminal justice system 
reforms; police salaries that remain low, contributing 
to rampant corruption; and poor working conditions.27 

Moreover, the criminal justice system, which is per-
ceived as “dysfunctional,” remains highly politicized.28

More than 90 percent of murders go unsolved, without 
a single arrest.29 

Partisan politics by the government also undermined 
the program’s effectiveness. The federal government has 
been accused of reducing funds to state and city govern-
ments led by political opponents, and then removing 
equipment from municipal police forces or even closing 
offi ces after losing elections in those areas. In turn, federal 
authorities have accused political opponents of not imple-
menting various pnb-led social programs, thus resulting 
in uneven implementation of public security programs. 

President Nicolás Maduro, Chávez’ successor, implic-
itly acknowledged the program’s shortcomings when, 
shortly after his election in May 2013, he announced 
the deployment of 3,000 Fuerza Armada Nacional Bo-
livariana (National Armed Forces of the Bolivarian Re-

In Venezuela, the criminal justice system, 
which is perceived as “dysfunctional,” remains 

highly politicized. More than 90 percent of murders 
go unsolved, without a single arrest.
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public of Venezuela) soldiers alongside the pnb as part 
of a new short-term plan called Plan Patria Segura (Safe 
Homeland) to fi ght crime in key areas of Caracas, as well 
as municipalities in Lara, Zulia and Carabobo. The num-
ber of soldiers has since expanded to 40,000 and is ex-
pected to increase to 80,000. 

This plan has received signifi cant criticism from those 
who view this as a return to Venezuela’s tradition of mil-
itarized policing. According to authorities, the plan is 
scheduled to phase out at the end of 2013, at which time 
the armed forces will be replaced by the pnb and the 
National Guard, but recent reports suggest that “troops 
will be on the streets well past 2013.”30 

Community Policing in Guatemala
A lack of resources has prevented Guatemala from sus-
taining a community policing program introduced with 
external support from the U.S. State Department  and the 
U.S. Agency for International Development in the late 
1990s.31 The program established local security boards 
and councils in a number of municipalities, including 
Guatemala City, which were to collaborate with autono-
mous community policing units. But funding from fed-
eral, state and local authorities was insuffi cient. Adding 
to that, there was little oversight of the community po-
licing programs. 

Authorities were also slow to pass police reforms, in-
cluding policies to address rampant corruption. A re-
cent report found that more than 300 of the 1,000-plus 
community policing units around the country are not 
legally registered and are engaged in the illicit traffi ck-
ing of drugs, small arms and light weapons.32 

Safe Corridors in Ciudad Juárez
Ciudad Juárez, in Mexico, is considered one of the most 
violent cities in the world, due to the presence of drug 
traffi cking cartels. Recent efforts to address the precar-
ious security environment have failed due to a lack of 
local knowledge and control. In the face of growing vi-
olence, the federal government sent in the armed forces 
and federal police. In 2010, the federal government an-
nounced a program called “We Are All Juárez: Let’s Re-
build Our City,” in which authorities committed $270 
million to take action on 160 concrete ideas that would 
address the causes of violence. 

But, despite efforts and additional boots on the ground, 
efforts have fallen short. The violence continues: in 2007, 
there were 350 deaths; by 2009, the number was 2,635.33 
As part of the “We Are All Juárez” program starting in 

2010, a “safe corridors” component used police patrols 
to revive important commercial zones, but the activity 
collapsed once it was transferred from the federal po-
lice to state and municipal police. Evidence suggests that 
the security initiative has failed due to limited training 
and capacity in information/intelligence gathering; un-
clear objectives; weak coordination among local, state 
and federal authorities; and a lack of local control and 
incorporation of local knowledge. 

 
Demographic Pressures 

V
iolence is rarely caused by a single factor. 
Rather, a confluence of demographic pres-
sures and resource constraints can create an 
environment that feeds widespread unrest 
and physical insecurity. Rapid urbanization, 

high unemployment—particularly among the youth—
and inequality can together create a hotbed of violence. 

Latin America is one of the most rapidly urbanizing 
regions of the world. By 2050, 90 percent of Latin Amer-
ica’s population will be in cities and towns, and Chile, 
Argentina and Brazil may reach this level by 2020. Most 
of these cities remain unprepared to support continued 
urbanization. Almost 20 percent of Latin Americans 
currently live in shanty towns where the absence of 
suffi cient infrastructure and governance have allowed 
organized crime and drug traffi ckers to claim this space.34  

Given these realities, the new agenda both for ensur-
ing security of Latin American citizens and building sus-
tainable cities is adopting successful policies for public 
security. Those that have shown the greatest success 
have been based on community policing. 

But the success of the efforts goes beyond empower-
ing local communities and putting cops on the street. 
Instead, as the examples from El Salvador to Brazil (and 
the failures in between) demonstrate, ensuring citizens’ 
democratic security requires investing resources, both 
in terms of fi nances and technology, and building broad-
based, non-partisan support for these efforts. 

Doing so isn’t easy. But not getting it right has impli-
cations not just for the security of citizens but for eco-
nomic growth and development.

Dr. Nancy E. Brune is a contractor with the Center for a 
New American Security and a Truman National Security 
Project Fellow.
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