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Australian and Canadian cities have divergent histories in terms of their crime 

prevention and safer community initiatives, due to different structures of governance 

and variations in interest group politics.  However, the similarities between the two 

nations are more striking than their differences.  An examination of the past 15 years 

of senior government support for local crime prevention initiatives reveals a striking 

lack of consensus about the ‘crime problem’ to be combated, resulting in an 

inconsistent and discontinuous set of supports. 

 

This paper briefly outlines the state of crime prevention and community safety 

initiatives in both countries, followed by an analysis of practical and theoretical 

dilemmas in getting to the first stage of community safety planning, that of problem 

identification.  I will pay particular attention to the difficulty experienced at all levels of 

government in accommodating the notion of difference, particularly gender 

difference, in problem analysis.  Universalist assumptions and the gulf between 

rhetoric and meaningful action continue to block local abilities to make communities 

safer and prevent violence. 

 

Crime Prevention at the National and Local Levels in Australia and 
Canada 
Like most Western countries, Australia and Canada experienced major increases in 

recorded crime in the post-World War Two period, in response to which expenditures 

on policing, courts, and incarceration expanded dramatically (Waller and Sansfacon 

2000).  The idea of moving ‘upstream’ and addressing perceived root causes of this 

increase in crime took hold internationally in the 1980s, as both France and the 

Netherlands embarked on ambitious nationally funded but locally focused crime 

prevention initiatives.  The French and Dutch examples were based on national 

consensuses emphasizing in the first instance, preventing youth crime through job 

creation and education, and in the second instance, preventing crime in public 

spaces through a large degree of voluntary social control (by, for instance, the 

employment of ‘city stewards’ to informally police downtown districts).  Both these 

nations were active in organizing an international movement to prevent crime and 

promote community safety, through “involving civil society at the local level” (United 

Nations 2002), with strategic co-ordination and funding and other supports to be 

offered by senior levels of government (Waller and Sansfacon 2000). In contrast, 

initiatives in most English-speaking developed nations, at least until the early 1990s, 



LLooccaall  ggoovveerrnnaannccee,,  ccoommmmuunniittyy  ssaaffeettyy  aanndd  ggeennddeerr  WWhhiittzzmmaann  
  

SSttaattee  ooff  AAuussttrraalliiaann  CCiittiieess  NNaattiioonnaall  CCoonnffeerreennccee  22000033  PPaaggee  22 

were characterized by conflicts between proponents of environmental design and 

social development approaches, and tended to be poorly evaluated as well as overly 

politicized (Wekerle and Whitzman 1995, Whitzman 1995, O’Malley and Sutton 1997, 

Sutton 1997).   More recently, the UK and New Zealand have established national 

Safer Community programs, with explicit policies to divert approximately 5 per cent of 

the money spent annually on policing and incarceration towards prevention (Waller 

and Sansfacon 2000).  While by no means unproblematic, these programs contrast 

with both the Australian and Canadian examples, which show a disturbing tendency 

to stay mired in old conflicts, and adapt the rhetoric and approach of one of the most 

unsafe and violent countries in the world, the United States (for a good recent 

examination of US policies around crime prevention in public space, see Mitchell 

2003). 

 

In Australia, the federal government established a National Commission on Violence 

in 1989, followed by a National Crime Prevention and Community Safety Stategy, 

endorsed by all state Police Ministers, in 1994.  At the state level, both South 

Australia and Victoria set up state-wide initiatives in 1989-1990.  South Australia’s 

‘Together Against Crime’ was a $10 million annual initiative that was intended to 

gather international best practices and replicate them within Australian communities.  

It soon foundered on the rocks of political support.  Even within the context of a 

progressive state government, there was considerable political pressure to produce 

quick positive ‘media friendly’ results in order to compete with the appeal of the law 

and order approach.  Although a Crime Prevention Unit still exists within the Ministry 

of the Attorney-General, there continues to be little consensus about how to support 

local government initiatives (Sutton 1997).  In Victoria, the VicSafe initiative, including 

the establishment of the Victorian Community Council Against Violence, was funded 

by the Department of Justice to develop locally-based interventions.  There are now 

community safety officers in most Victorian municipalities, assisted by a state 

organization called Crime Prevention Victoria.  New South Wales followed with a 

state-wide crime prevention initiative in 1996, and has facilitated the development of 

community safety plans in most municipalities, along the lines of the UK’s Safer 

Cities model.  Queensland, Western Australia, and Tasmania have also established 

initiatives with varying emphases and structures.  In most of these states, crime 

prevention initiatives have followed the election of Labour governments.  They have 

emphasized a neo-liberal place management approach, in which locally based crime 
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prevention is seen as one element of a whole of government reform of local service 

delivery to disadvantaged groups and communities (Walsh 2001, Lee and Herborn 

2003). 

 

However, informal discussions with people working at the local and state levels 

suggest that policies and supports change radically with changes in government, and 

senior government initiatives are not necessarily accompanied by sufficient support 

to local actors.  A web search using the Australian and New Zealand Crime 

Prevention Ministerial Forum (2003) reinforces this sense of directionlessness and 

institutional memory loss: 

• The Crime Prevention Queensland link is dead, but a search of the state 

government’s web pages brings you to the Crime Prevention Strategy, 

launched in 1999 to be “tough on crime, tough on the causes of crime”.  While 

this phrase, made famous by Tony Blair (Saunders 2002), suggests that 

Queensland might be copying the UK example, there is no mention of a co-

ordinated safer community strategy, and the Crime Prevention Manuals are 

“currently unavailable”. (Queensland Government Department of Premier and 

Cabinet 2003) 

• Follow the links to South Australia’s Local Crime Prevention Program and you 

find: “Due to changes in State Government priorities, this program is 

undergoing a period of change. This website page is, therefore, under 

reconstruction. We apologise for any inconvenience.” (South Australia 

Attorney General’s Department 2003) 

• The National Crime Prevention Programme website has no mention of pre-

1997 initiatives, and no direct mention of local safe community initiatives.  It 

does mention that crime costs Australians “at least $18 billion per annum” on 

the same page it proudly announces its commitment to spend “$21 million” on 

crime prevention over five years, or .0003 per cent of the estimated annual 

cost of crime (Australian Attorney General’s Department 2003) 

• In contrast, the link to the New Zealand Crime Prevention Unit provides the 

information that approximately $3.5 million is disbursed annually amongst 65 

community safety committees, with a further $1.8 million for specific crime 

prevention projects, with the programme having been in place since 1993.  

The national government provides both a sense of ‘priority problems’ to be 
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addressed, and co-ordination that goes beyond funding to encompass mutual 

learning from best practices (New Zealand Ministry of Justice 2003). 

 

Sutton’s 1994 assessment that “community based crime prevention projects in 

Australia appear disjointed and episodic rather than part of a systemic attempt to 

address underlying causes” (p. 228) seems equally true ten years on. 

 

In Canada, national efforts to establish a National Crime Prevention Strategy began 

in 1993, in the waning days of a Conservative government (Horner 1993).  Unlike the 

Australian example, there were already strong community safety initiatives at the 

municipal level, which had begun to develop in the 1980s.  Municipal governments in 

Canada tend to be more unitary and less fragmented than their Australian 

counterparts, a trend exacerbated by provincially forced amalgamations throughout 

the 1990s (Sancton 2002).  Also unlike the Australian example, many municipal 

community safety initiatives were based in a gendered analysis of crime and 

violence.  Toronto’s regional government set up a municipal taskforce on violence 

against women and children in 1982, followed by a Safe City Committee at the local 

level in 1989.  Montreal, Canada’s second largest city, Ottawa (the fourth largest 

city), Quebec City, and several smaller municipalities also established overtly feminist 

community safety initiatives between 1989 and 1991 (Whitzman 2002a).  The 

Province of Quebec, which has always been the most progressive provincial 

government in Canada, embarked on a municipally-based but provincially funded 

initiative that stressed socio-economic development in 1993 (Quebec Task Force on 

Crime Prevention 1993).  It is therefore not surprising that the National Crime 

Prevention Strategy has a strong gender component, along with an emphasis on 

funding and evaluating local safer community initiatives.  The Canadian federal 

government has taken a stronger role in supporting local safer community initiatives 

than Australia, despite the fact that as in Australia, local government projects are 

generally the responsibility of second-tier (state/provincial) governments. 

 

Canada’s federal program has undoubtedly been more stable and continuous than 

Australia because of a Liberal (small ‘l’ liberal) majority government since 1993.  

There has been considerably less consistency at the provincial and municipal 

government levels, and in fact it seems fair to say that Australia has stronger state 

(ie., second-tier) supports, especially in New South Wales and Victoria.  The 
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Canadian federal programme’s website has no direct links to state or local 

programmes (this is also true of the Australian crime prevention programme).  A 

search of the four most populous provinces’ websites finds: 

• Ontario and Alberta, both with conservative governments1, have no safe 

community programmes, although the Ontario website refers local groups to 

the federal website (Ontario Ministry of Public Safety and Security 2003, 

Alberta Solicitor General 2003)  

• Quebec has had a strong locally-based community safety programme since 

1993, that has survived a change in government from progressive-nationalist 

to moderate-federalist in 2002.  While the province supplies organizational 

assistance and funding to local municipalities, there is no set of provincial 

priority problems (Securite Publique Quebec 2003) 

• British Columbia has a year old youth crime focussed safe community 

programme, following the election of a conservative government in 2002 

(British Columbia Ministry of Public Safety and Solicitor General 2003) 

 

‘The Problem’ is the Problem 
This rapid comparative overview suggests an absence of long-term senior 

government commitment in both Canada and Australia to safe community initiatives.  

It also suggests that the lack of political consensus extends to the very definition of 

the problem to be solved.  ‘SARA’ is a model of action for local community safety 

work, currently recommended by many crime prevention groups in Canada and 

Australia.  It consists of four steps: 

• Scanning 

• Analysis 

• Response 

• Assessment  

(Waller and Sansfacon 2000: 11; Crime Prevention Victoria 2003, UK Home 

Office 2003) 

 

The first step, scanning, is intended to identify the problem to be solved.  The 

‘problem with the problem’ is that depending on whom you ask (police and crime-

prevention related community groups are the two most common stakeholders 

 
1 Ontario elected a Liberal government in October 2003, but it is too early to know how they will follow 
up on their election promise to establish a provincial safe community program. 
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suggested, but health, housing, education, multicultural services, and advocacy 

organizations are other possibilities), you may get very different problems identified. 

 

There are nuances of meaning embedded in the very terms ‘crime prevention’ and 

‘community safety’.  In the case of crime prevention, the emphasis is on preventing a 

criminal act or acts.  Using this definition, only those acts defined as ‘criminal’ should 

be a focus for action.  Fear of crime in public spaces such as city centres, or in 

homes or workplaces, might be misrepresented or dismissed because official crime 

statistics suggest a gap between fear and supposed reality (Pain 2000).  The fact 

that crimes reported to the police are only a small proportion of crimes reported in 

victimization surveys, especially in the cases of sexual assault and abuse in the 

home, has tended to be ignored in traditional crime prevention initiatives (Whitzman 

1995), although there are signs of change.  Conversely, community safety suggests 

working towards a positive state of wellness rather than preventing something 

negative.  However, it does beg the question of how ‘community’ or ‘safety’ will be 

defined, and who will get heard within this discursive mobilization on community 

safety (Pain and Townshend 2002).  There is also a Safe Communities programme, 

funded by the World Health Organization, which focuses on injury and accident 

prevention, with limited attention paid to intentional injury or violence (Karolinska 

Institute 2003). 

 

The problem definition issue goes well beyond the choice of crime prevention or 

community safety to describe an initiative.  Generally, local initiatives, in consultation 

with whomever they choose to consult, have chosen one or more of three problems 

to be solved: 

• ‘Crime’, with an emphasis on preventing criminality in public spaces.  This has 

tended to encompass property crimes such as theft and burglary, assaults, 

and also ‘anti-social behaviour’ such as public drunkenness, vandalism, and 

graffiti.  This definition of the problem certainly encompasses the majority of 

police statistics, as well as most of the immediate monetary ‘costs of crime’.  If 

these set of acts are defined as the problem, then analysis might include 

where these acts take place (often in the central city and in low income 

communities such as problem estates), and who is likely to commit these 

crimes (usually young men, and often those who are socially disadvantaged 

and/or who spend large periods of time in public spaces, such as homeless 
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men and people with substance addictions).  Targeting young men, homeless 

people, alcoholics and drug addicts as the potential offenders in need of social 

control is a fairly easy political choice, since identifying ‘youth’ as the problem 

brings considerably less backlash than identifying (for instance) ‘men’.  Actions 

might include strict enforcement of community standards (the ‘zero tolerance’ 

or ‘broken windows’ approach favoured in the United States), and situational 

crime prevention measures which might include better lighting or Closed 

Circuit Television (CCTV) in ‘problem areas’.  Assessment would be fairly 

straightforward, usually based on the reduction of crimes, especially in certain 

areas. 

• ‘Violence’, which tends to encompass interpersonal acts in both public and 

private space.  If this is the problem, then analysis might identify particular 

individuals who are at risk of becoming victims and/or offenders.  Generally, 

interventions have focussed on legal and justice reform, along with education, 

counselling, and health interventions, particularly focussed on children, youth, 

and female victims of violence.  Assessment tends to be more complex.  This 

is due to the long-term and iterative nature of violence prevention: the 

recognized fact that violence within families rarely happens once, and is often 

the outcome of violence in previous generations.  Police statistics are poor 

indicators of incidence; for instance, a public education campaign may 

increase the number of reported violent crimes.  Services for assaulted youth 

or women may find it unethical to ask victims in crisis for detailed information 

on past assaults, and follow-up is particularly difficult because of confidentiality 

and safety issues (Riger et al 2002). 

• ‘Insecurity’, with an emphasis on decreasing fear of crime in public spaces and 

increasing use of these spaces.  If this is the problem, then analysis might 

include who fears these spaces (usually there is a stark gap between women 

and men in fear of crime surveys), followed by measures to increase sense of 

safety, such as emergency buttons in train stations, better lighting in 

underpasses and parking lots, and possibly some attempts to modify the users 

of the space (either increasing ‘good’ users through new activities, or 

decreasing ‘bad’ users through removing benches or criminalizing certain 

activities such as panhandling).  Assessment or evaluation might include 

follow-up user surveys, although characteristically, this problem-oriented 
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approach has been particularly weak in terms of evaluation (Whitzman 

2002b). 

 

White collar crime has not generally emerged as a local community safety problem, 

while the World Trade Centre and Bali attacks may well lead to international terrorism 

being treated as a local community safety problem, particularly in the second-tier 

world cities of Sydney, Toronto, and Vancouver.  Already in the United States, the 

9/11 attacks have led to further talk of “fortifying public spaces”, including the 

development of imaging software that can identify ‘suspicious’ faces on video street 

surveillance equipment (Mitchell 2003: 2). 

 

For those concerned about any aspect of social sustainability, such as community 

health or social exclusion, there are theoretical concerns related to all three problem 

definitions.  The definitions of crime, violence, and insecurity have tended to be 

placed within a highly dichotomized value system, still firmly anchored in Chicago 

School of Sociology approaches of the early 20th century.  Spaces are either safe or 

unsafe, people are either good or bad, what happens in public is entirely separate 

from what happens in private, and the ‘inner city’ is much more of a problem than the 

‘suburbs’.  Restoring social order and control is posited as the only response to 

increasing social insecurity (Pain 2001; see also Walklate and Evans 1999).  

Qualitative and ethnographic research on experiences of violence and safety tend to 

discover a far more complex, transitory, and situational context (Pain 2000).  For 

instance, young people perceived as the ‘crime problem’ may also be at high risk of 

victimization.  A recent study in the UK with homeless and socially excluded youth 

found that they felt most at risk in spaces where control was exercised over them: 

their homes, where family violence was common, and in dealing with police (Pain et 

al 2002).   Women may be feel equally unsafe in private and public space, men may 

feel as unsafe as women but more reluctant to admit it, and being constructed as a 

threat may lead to acts of violence, particularly against racialized communities (Pain 

2000; see also Victorian Multicultural Commission 2000).  Social exclusion may occur 

through: 

• experience of crime (women and children escaping violence in the home only 

to experience poverty, homelessness, or deportation as described in Novac 

1995 and Riger et al 2002);  

• ‘subcriminal’ acts such as harassment;  
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• fear of crime leading to avoidance of public spaces;  

• being constructed as a threat;  

• or directly as a result of community safety policies (as in ‘social cleansing’ 

experiments with homeless people, as described in Smith 1996 and Mitchell 

2003) (Pain 2001). 

 

Concerns about being excluded from ‘the crime problem’ (or in the case of some 

groups, such Canada and Australia’s First Nations, being identified as ‘the crime 

problem’) have led to the development of parallel initiatives among some identity-

based groups.  For instance, in both Canada and Australia, there were concurrent 

national initiatives on ‘violence’ and ‘violence against women’ in the 1990s (Egger 

1997, Whitzman 2002a).  These divisions continue to be replicated at all levels of 

government.  For instance, Safer Streets and Homes and Women’s Safety Strategies 

were both announced by the State of Victoria in 2002, while the City of Toronto funds 

both a municipal Task Force on Community Safety and a Woman Abuse Council 

(Crime Prevention Victoria 2002, Office of Women’s Policy 2002, City of Toronto 

2000, Toronto Woman Abuse Council 2003, City of Toronto Task Force on 

Community Safety 2003). 

  

There have been and continue to be advantages to this division between violence 

against women and community safety initiatives.  Services by and for women facing 

violence were developed during the 1970s and 1980s in a political and social 

environment which did not acknowledge the widespread impacts of wife assault and 

rape.  Establishing separate women-based services both met an immediate need 

and produced a generation of activists who successfully fought for changes in legal, 

educational, and health service policies and practices.  However, demand for 

services led to increasing dependence on government funding and a consequent 

loss of ability to engage in radical critiques.   

 

Since the mid-1980s, feminist violence against women services in both Canada and 

Australia have been caught between the poles of  ‘disengagement’ and 

‘mainstreaming’, in some ways facing the worst of both worlds (Adamson, Briskin and 

McPhail 1988, Whitzman 2002).  While being expected to conform to organizational 

principles and reporting requirements that may not do justice to women’s needs 

(Walklate 1995, Riger et al 2002), “to a large extent, prevention polices relating to 
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women remain separated from overall policies, or ghettoized… [while] crime 

prevention itself is still not fully integrated into criminal justice policies” (Shaw 2002: 

2).  In an international climate where crime prevention funding receives only a small 

fraction of the money allocated to reactive measures such as police and prisons 

(Waller and Sansfacon 2000), this ghettoization results in chronic underfunding and 

legitimation concerns for women’s services.  Recently, there has been a trend 

towards gender mainstreaming (OECD 2000, Brookfield 2001, Greed et al 2002) in 

international community safety policy initiatives, especially those stressing ‘violence’ 

rather than crime (Krug et al 2002, Shaw 2002).  A Canadian project on gender 

mainstreaming at the local government level, including a community safety 

component, led by the Federation of Canadian Cities and an international advocacy 

group called Femmes et Villes, has recently been funded by Status of Women 

Canada (Femmes et Villes 2003). 

 

 
Not so much the answers as the questions…  
The International Centre for the Prevention of Crime have published a critical 

analysis of evaluated crime prevention initiatives, which in conjunction with other 

national and international studies, gives a good sense of what works, what doesn’t, 

and what is promising.  To give some examples: 

• long-term, frequent home visitation combined with pre-school programs 

prevent later delinquency with at-risk children and families; 

• co-ordinated action between schools and social services related to at-risk 

youth reduces later delinquency; 

• shelters with appropriate counselling for abused women (eg., housing and 

employment referral) and protection orders are promising to reduce repeat 

victimization; 

• restorative justice programs that send non-violent offenders to carry out 

community service orders is promising to reduce repeat offences; 

• home visits by police after a domestic violence incident fail to prevent repeat 

victimization; 

• arresting juveniles for minor offences does not reduce repeat offending (ICPC 

1997, Sherman et al 1998) 
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The question is not so much ‘what works’ as ‘what is the problem’.  In the case of the 

two examples that clearly work, local co-ordinating committees would be useful, 

although both programs would necessitate senior government investment in public 

health, education, and social services in order to provide sufficient resources.  In the 

case of the first promising example, local co-ordination between police, courts, 

housing and employment services, and shelters, would facilitate the process, 

although it would also require senior government investment in housing and 

employment opportunities for women, as well as sufficient funding for shelter-based 

counselling, referral, and advocacy.  The second promising example would involve a 

cultural shift in a local community to accept community justice as a substitute for 

punishment, along with a co-ordinated approach.  All of these examples require a 

considerable amount of time, money, and co-ordination not only at the local 

government level, but between levels of government.  They also require a consensus 

that the problems they address are a priority. 

 

The implicit problems addressed by these initiatives are crime and violence 

throughout the life cycle.  The assumption is that criminal acts will be iterative, they 

will intensify over time, and possibly repeat over generations, if interventions do not 

take place.  The interventions are assumed to take place over private and public 

space, just as the acts of violence or criminality are assumed to take place in both 

realms.  The interventions take place in the local community, involving schools, social 

services, police, and local courts, thus positing that crime and violence are problems 

in and of communities.    

 

It is an international commonplace that senior levels of government are offloading 

responsibilities to local governments without providing revenue.  It is an equal cliché 

that senior governments need to give some guidance to local governments as to 

priorities in improving community health and decreasing social exclusion, since these 

problems hardly respect local borders, and co-ordinated approaches tend to work 

better.  To develop a consensus as to the main problem or problems to be solved is a 

highly political and emotionally fraught act, replete with issues such as whether it is 

possible to develop a sense of common purpose in a differentiated public with 

potentially conflicting needs, and how marginalized communities might work with 

governments that may be contributing to social exclusion and polarization of these 

very communities (Lee and Herborn 2003, Mitchell 2003).  For Australian and 
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Canadian cities to work towards greater community safety for all its residents, debate 

must begin to occur at the national level as to what exactly is the ‘crime’ problem is 

that needs to be solved at the community level. 
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