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Introduction
Not long ago, Manchester City Council laid on a coach tour for policy
experts. As we swept into an estate in a deprived part of the city, the whole
coachload gasped and the tour guide exclaimed in shock. The square in
the centre of the estate was surrounded by thirty foot high spiked railings
and the council building at one end resembled a militarised fortress.
This is a particularly extreme example but today all our public buildings,
including schools, hospitals and housing, come with high levels of security
which are transforming the nature of the environment around us. At the
same time fear of crime and concerns about safety and security are at an
all-time high. Although crime has been falling steadily since 1995, the vast
majority believe it is rising.1
High security is a now pre-requisite of planning permission for all new
developments, through a government backed design policy called Secured
by Design2 which is aimed at housing, town centre development and public
buildings, from schools to hospitals. While this includes sensible
recommendations, such as the need for adequate locks on doors and
windows, the application of Secured by Design standards tends to create
very high security environments which can appear threatening. For
example, a gated development in East London which won a Secured by
Design award, was commended for its small windows, reinforced steel door
with full size iron gate and grey aluminium military-style roof.
Schools, in particular, have become high security environments,
emphasizing gating, high fences and CCTV. Because Secured by Design
requirements for schools and public buildings are based on an audit of local
crime risk, higher crime areas, which correlate with higher deprivation
scores, are now characterised by public buildings, like the council building
in Manchester, with a militarised feel to them. At the same time, greater
concentrations of social housing, built to Secured by Design standards,
tend to cluster in deprived areas. The unintended consequence is that
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fortress levels of security are now a visual marker for poor parts of Britain
and a contemporary feature throughout the landscape.
Rising fear of crime and growing levels of distrust are key issues for policy
makers. Supported by the police and the private security and insurance
industries, and meshing with the terrorism agenda, Secured by Design has
been a reaction to very visible social problems faced by communities up
and down the country, such as anti-social behaviour and intergenerational
distrust. Yet, the focus on technological solutions has corresponded with
reduced investment in ‘eyes on the ground’, with efficiency drives leading to
the disappearance of guardianship figures such as caretakers, park
keepers and bus conductors.
High security is now institutionalised by means of required security
‘standards’. How and why did this become contemporary orthodoxy? How
far does it help to prevent crime and fear of crime? Are current policies part
of the solution or part of the problem? We explore these questions here,
drawing upon a small field study and other research. We look first at the
history of private security and theories of defensible space. Next, we set out
the findings from field research in a London housing estate. We then
examine the dynamics of high security and conclude by drawing out
lessons for the prevention of harm.
The spread of private security
Over the last thirty years, private property has become increasingly
prominent in Britain. This has happened because of the growing
importance placed on homeownership, and the spread of ‘mass private
property’, in the form of shopping malls, finance districts, airports, leisure
parks, conference centres, university and hospital campuses and gated
communities. The ‘mass private property thesis’3 was defined by
criminologists Shearing and Stenning in a seminal article in 1981, which
pointed out that mass private property inevitably demanded private
security.
This increase in private security creates a significantly different
environment to that afforded by public policing. While the rule of law and
the protection of the public is the goal of public policing, private security
gives priority to the protection of property. The principle aim of the latter is
to prevent harm to property in order to maximise commercial returns
through rental and property values, to the satisfaction of clients and
shareholders.
As private security has spread throughout urban environments, efficiency
drives have led to the removal of local supervisory workers, such as park
keepers, caretakers and bus conductors. These - usually benign - authority
figures were there to do a job which they carried out within the public realm
and as a side-line they provided a guardianship role. By contrast, private
security guards are there primarily as agents of enforcement, and may
have powers to issue fines and sanctions.
Around the same time as the concept of mass private property entered
intellectual discourse, the idea of ‘defensible space’ was becoming
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influential. Coined by Oscar Newman, an American architect and town
planner, this powerful design idea took hold on both sides of the Atlantic. It
amounted to a new political and intellectual philosophy for crime and its
prevention, expounding the virtues of private space, individual responsibility
and territoriality. It chimed with the rise of neo-liberalism and moved to
centre stage with regard to urban policy in both America and Britain.
Well before 9/11 and the ‘War on Terror’, high levels of security were an
entrenched part of the environment. The ‘ring of steel’ was a feature of the
City of London from the early 1990s; changes in technology enabled John
Major’s government to roll out CCTV. Britain’s pre-eminence in electronic
surveillance can be traced to the adaptation for civilian purposes of military
technology deployed in Northern Ireland. As a result, Britain became the
world leader in CCTV.
The events of 9/11 and later the 7/7 London bombings widened and
intensified the government’s approach to security. In 2009 the Home Office
issued ‘Working Together to Protect Crowded Places’, signalling a shift in
emphasis from ‘hard’ to ‘soft’ targets such as shopping centres, visitor
attractions, major events, commercial centres, the health sector, the
education sector and ‘generally crowded places’.4 A subsequent Home
Office review outlined how government should work with planners,
architects and designers to ‘design in’ security, with built environment
professionals exhorted to work with private sector security businesses to
these ends.5
The combined impact of the anti-terrorism agenda, ‘defensible space’ ideas
and Secured by Design policy has been to normalise high security as part
of the daily environment. These approaches now form a significant part of
the security industry, which is one of Britain’s fastest growing sectors. A
notoriously difficult industry to quantify, it encompasses individual operators
and medium sized firms selling security products and providing security
services, all the way to vast multi-national security conglomerates such as
G4S, which has 530,000 employees worldwide. The UK industry body, the
British Security Industry Association, estimated in 2006 that the industry
employed 75,500 people and had a turnover of £4.3 billion, a figure which
is likely to be much higher today. In 2010 it was estimated that the US
security industry produced revenue of nearly $60 billion.6 It is an industry
which is subject to minimal scrutiny and debate – the recent G4S scandal
over the London Olympics excepted7 – with the threat of terrorism the
justification for ever increasing security.
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Defensible space
Oscar Newman’s ideas originated with research on crime and violence in
public housing, carried out in three housing ‘projects’ in New York, which
resulted in his landmark book, ‘Defensible Space: People and Design in the
Violent City’, published in 1972.8 The context for his work was growing
concern over the rise in crime which appeared to be sweeping urban
America, fuelling fears that the US was experiencing a breakdown in
society. In this climate of urgency, with policymakers desperate to find a
way of dealing with the crime problem, Newman’s research provided a
relatively simple solution: rather than engaging with complex social
relations as the underlying causes of crime, his work promoted the idea that
the design of the environment was the key influence over behaviour.
The appeal of Newman’s thesis for policymakers was that it put forward a
straightforward solution for preventing crime in highly complex situations,
championing a ‘can do’ method of changing people’s behaviour, which
Newman claimed worked even in the poorest areas. He wrote: ‘The time
has come to go back to first principles, to re-examine human habitat as it
has evolved, to become attuned again to all the subtle devices invented
over time and forgotten in our need and haste to house the many. For even
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within the widespread chaos of our cities, it is still possible to find isolated
examples of working living environments which are crime-free, although at
times located in the highest crime precincts of our cities.’9
From his study of three housing schemes – which were in particularly
deprived neighbourhoods - Newman’s main finding was that “territoriality”
created space that could defend itself. By marking out boundaries clearly,
residents would feel a sense of ownership over places, encouraging them
to look after their patch and discouraging strangers and opportunistic
criminals from entering, so creating a safe haven.
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Despite scepticism in academic circles, where Newman’s ideas were
criticised for their particular brand of environmental determinism, his book
had such an influence on policy makers that, within two years of its
publication, substantial American government funding was made available
to study and implement defensible space concepts. Newman was
subsequently employed by the US Department for Housing and Urban
Development and the New York City Housing Authority, with his research
funded by the National Institute of Law Enforcement and the US
Department of Justice.10
Although the term Crime Prevention through Environmental Design
(CPTED) was not originally coined by Newman, it became the umbrella
term for a new industry on both sides of the Atlantic. In the US, practitioners
in housing and the police were trained to implement the principles of
CPTED in public housing. As the idea took hold, CPTED expanded into the
design of private housing and public space.
The key figure responsible for importing Newman’s ideas to Britain was the
controversial geographer Alice Coleman. If Newman’s work was received
with scepticism among American peers, Coleman’s 1985 book ‘Utopia on
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Trial: Visions and Reality in Planned Housing’ was excoriated by critics who
claimed that her dismissal of the influence of poverty was based on ‘pseudo
science’. Coleman’s method was to map design features – from block size
and number of storeys to spatial arrangement, with ‘lapses in civil
behaviour’ – such as litter, vandalism and excrement. Unlike Newman, she
did not have access to crime statistics so she had to rely on ‘material clues
which could be objectively observed’.11
On her initial encounter with the Department of Environment, Coleman was
dismissed for failing to account for socio-economic factors, but she
nonetheless went on to gain the ear of Margaret Thatcher, whom she met
in 1988. The upshot of that meeting was an unprecedented £50 million in
government funding for what Thatcher considered “an important social
experiment”. The result was the Design Improvement Controlled
Experiment (DICE), which enabled Coleman to introduce her design
improvements into seven estates in London.12 Thatcher later recalled in her
memoirs: “I went further than the DoE in believing that the design of estates
was crucial to their success and reducing the amount of crime. I was a
great admirer of the works of Professor Alice Coleman and I had made her
an advisor to the DoE, to their dismay.”13
As defensible space ideas filtered into British policy making circles,
Secured by Design, which is the British version of CPTED, came into being
under the auspices of the Association of Chief Police Officers (ACPO). Like
CPTED, Secured by Design, which started life in 1989, led to police officers
being trained as crime prevention design advisors, known as Architectural
Liaison Officers, and has created design standards and an awards scheme.
Its influence is considerable: planning permission for all public buildings,
housing and schools is now contingent on meeting Secured by Design
standards.
Although it is administered by the Association of Chief Police Officers,
Secured by Design is now an independent private company, funded by 480
security companies which sell products which qualify for Secured by Design
standards.
Schools
Secured by Design standards for schools were introduced in the UK in
2004, coinciding with the New Labour government’s large school-building
programme. The result has been that schools in the UK have become high
security environments. Growing anxiety around child protection issues and
concerns over anti-social behaviour among young people have created a
culture of acceptance of growing security, among both young people and
staff.
The starting point for Secured by Design in schools is a crime risk
assessment which is carried out for the local area. While high fences, walls
or other ‘effective barriers’ are a ‘pre-requisite’ for any school, the crime risk
assessment will indicate where additional security measures are
necessary.14 This means that in higher crime areas security around schools
is much greater, creating schools which have a militarized feel to them.
Higher crime areas tend to be poor, or to have pockets of poverty. As a
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result, deprived neighbourhoods are now characterised by schools – and
other public buildings such as council offices – which come with fortress
levels of security.
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The Secured by Design Schools Guidance document accepts that this can
create a shocking visual marker, but maintains that this is offset by
reducing crime risk. “It is accepted that some security rated fencing
systems can be both costly and aesthetically unpleasing. However, the type
of fencing that is required in order to gain SBD recognition must ultimately
be determined by local crime risks,” the document states. In high crime
locations ‘anti ram’ bollards are recommended to protect entrances.15
The Secured by Design guidance document includes 31 specific
recommendations for all schools. These range from fencing, gates and
security bollards to roller shutters and grilles, electronic locking systems,
metal detectors and, of course, CCTV. The 31 product categories link
directly to the ‘members and products’ section of the Secured By Design
website, where the security products can be purchased.
The group Big Brother Watch estimates that there are now more than
100,000 CCTV cameras in secondary schools and academies in England,
Scotland and Wales, despite the lack of any compelling evidence that
CCTV improves safety or reduces fear of crime. At St Mary’s CE high
school, for example, in Cheshunt, in Hertfordshire, 162 cameras have been
introduced, including 18 in the toilets. The number of cameras installed
complies with the guidance received when this secondary school building
was completed in 2010.16
It is important to note that increased security measures are not a matter for
debate but are now ‘standards’ which must be met. Indeed, the granting of
a Secured by Design certificate depends not only on creating a secure
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teaching environment but also on reducing the school’s carbon footprint.17
Secured by Design is now institutionalised, as much a part of conventional
orthodoxy as carbon reduction.
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Reflecting the level of demand for these types of security measures, the
director of a company providing security fencing said: “We started off doing
things like prisons, airports…high security environments, and now we’re
increasingly doing more schools and multi-use games areas [playgrounds].”
Consequences: The impact of growing security in the environment
How far do the ideas and policies of ‘defensible space’ and Secured by
Design prevent crime or fear of crime, or help to create strong, stable
communities? There are clearly many sensible recommendations
associated with Secured by Design products, such as adequate locks on
doors and windows and the need for open spaces to be overlooked.
However, there is scant evidence that the spread of gating, CCTV and
defensible space strategies create safe, cohesive and trusting
communities. Of the few existing studies, an investigation into CCTV by the
Scottish Office found that, while people often believed CCTV would make
them feel safer, the opposite was true: both crime and the fear of crime
rose in the area investigated. The author concluded the introduction of
CCTV had undermined people’s personal and collective responsibility for
each other’s safety.18 Research on defensible space, which discourages
the presence of strangers, suggests that this approach can in fact increase
fear of strangers: an “unintended consequence” of extra security can be to
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raise concerns over safety and “symbols of security can remind us of our
insecurities”.19
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Professor Jon Coaffee questions the impact of visible security measures on
individual and group perceptions, examining whether they can make people
feel vulnerable, alienated or excluded. His research is focused on terrorism
and extremism, and his findings suggest that a fortress environment mirrors
‘radical’ tendencies while a sensitively built environment might help mediate
them.20 This may apply similarly to high security architecture in deprived
areas, which correlate with higher crime areas.
Research into the causes of social stress, which has been associated with
urban environments, has found that an important determinant is the degree
of control that people feel they have over their immediate environment.21
American planner Kevin Lynch emphasises the importance of open, flexible
spaces that enable individuals to “demonstrate mastery” over the
environment.22 Research into uncertainty, powerlessness and change in
the workplace offer further insights: “We tend to withdraw, become more
self-serving, and more defensive. We focus on smaller and smaller details,
those things we can control. It becomes more difficult to work together, and
nearly impossible to focus on the bigger picture,” writes Margaret
Wheatley.23
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To add to this rather slim body of research, our field study examines the
effects of Secured by Design in a social housing estate in south-west
London.
Peabody Avenue, Pimlico
To determine attitudes and perceptions to security, fear, trust and cohesion
among communities living in a Secured by Design environment, focus
groups and interviews were carried out with residents and practitioners
working on Peabody Avenue, a Peabody Trust estate in Pimlico in London.
The practitioners worked in neighbourhood management, estate services,
community safety, youth services and outdoor spaces. Fifty-five new
homes were recently completed at Peabody Avenue, so that architects and
housing managers were bound to become closely acquainted with Secured
by Design guidelines. Housing standards for Secured by Design are based
on the advice of the local Architectural Liaison Officer, the police design
advisor tasked with ensuring Secured by Design standards are met in new
developments.
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At the beginning of the sessions we began by defining what high security
meant for the groups. Their definition included gating, fencing, removing
permeable spaces, gating off entrances and exits, CCTV across the whole
site, security guards wearing high visibility uniforms, alarm systems and
electronic systems. This covered some elements of Secured by Design and
missed out others; it should not be seen as directly interchangeable with
Secured by Design policies.
Anti-social behaviour
Incidents of actual crime were rarely mentioned in discussions with
residents or practitioners. Instead, a raft of problematic behaviours among
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young people, which fall under the ill-defined umbrella of ‘anti-social
behaviour’, emerged as the key concern.
By far the biggest problem was young people hanging around late into the
night around the play area in the courtyard of Peabody Avenue, which is
surrounded by housing. On a number of occasions the play area had been
vandalised. Two views emerged among practitioners and residents. The
first was that security innovations to try to keep young people out were the
solution and were viewed by many as a power struggle, with young people
playing ‘a game’ to outsmart authority. The other view was that that, while
disruption to residents into the early hours was unacceptable, there were
too few alternative activities and places to go for young people in the wider
area.
“We’ve got young people from nine, eight-o-clock onwards that are
going on into the early hours of the morning, they’re vandalising the
area when it’s dark and the CCTV can’t capture it. And in addition to
that you’ve got this entire block of leaseholders that are saying all
they can hear over their TVs is the noise of young people shouting
and so forth. And now because we’ve given them an area I think that
actually spirals and creates more anti social behaviour. They’ve got a
place they can sit and they get bored with just sitting, or it gets cold
so they decide they’re going to go and vandalise a door and kick their
way into seven stairwells.” (Practitioner)
“It’s like the local open air youth club, open until two in the morning for
the whole of this part of Pimlico.” (Resident)
“For the young people, they just thought, ‘ok, they’ve blocked off that
bit because they obviously don’t want us to go to that bit, but what we
might try and do is try and find another way.’ So, it almost becomes a
bit of a game for some of them. Because they have to find other
ways…so they can actually try and infiltrate or penetrate the wall.”
“You’ve got to have somewhere to go. We’re securing everything but
there’s nowhere for them to go. One thing that’s lacking is a youth
club. You have to have the money to pay for qualified youth workers.”
(Resident)
Because the young people in question were either Peabody residents or
friends of Peabody residents, barring access to the estate through the use
of gates did not seem sensible: residents – who could bring in friends –
would in any case be allowed access. CCTV was already in place and not
deterring the anti-social behaviour. Our study suggested that high security
was offered as a technical response to a complex social problem, which
would require a different kind of solution.
Responses to gates, CCTV and defensible space
Our respondents echoed the findings from other research that efforts to
create ‘defensible space’ could increase fear of strangers. They worried
about gates restricting access for elderly and disabled people. There was
also concern that high security gave a message to those outside that
“something is wrong with that estate”.
‘I have difficulty with more locking up and more security in the sense,
my wife’s disabled, we depend on getting a taxi right to the door, so
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she can move quickly. As soon as you start locking off areas that the
taxi needs to come in, it creates a very big difficulty.’ (Resident)
“I think the other thing I’ve noticed is the fear of not being able to get
out, gated can be lovely because you’ve got a secured area but then
you’re in that secured area if you do have to encounter any issues so
you’re stuck there” (Practitioner)
“The more you secure a block or an estate the more it gives a
message to anybody outsider there something is wrong with that
estate.” (Practitioner)
“Because of the doors, if you see someone you don’t know, there is
an element of ‘who is this?” (Resident)
Some practitioners were certain that security and design had deterred
crime in their area of concern, only to move the problem to another
location. One practitioner described the outcome of a landscaping project
on another Peabody estate. The aim had been to remove trees and shrubs,
which had provided cover for sex workers:
“We think we just moved them. What’s happened is we haven’t got rid
of the problem, we’ve just moved them away…I did actually
inadvertently move the problem from where they were working but
kept it in the estate because they found the bin stores quite an
attractive option…I must admit with what I’m doing I don’t necessarily
deal with the problem. I move it on.”
CCTV was very popular with residents, although it did not necessarily add
to feelings of safety, with residents reporting the presence of CCTV could in
fact increase feelings of anxiety. Practitioners, who were sceptical about
blanket CCTV coverage as a solution to rising fear of crime, reported that
they felt pressured by residents’ demands for more security, which they
often gave in to. The high cost of repair and maintenance of CCTV, internal
doors and gates was also a concern for practitioners.
“I’m mixed when I see the CCTV, I still don’t feel safe, in fact
sometimes it makes me feel even more anxious.” (Resident)
“It’s the first thing they say about trouble on the estate and [about]
security problems the comment is normally, ‘we need some CCTV,
that would be the end of our problems.” (Practitioner)
‘On one of our challenging estates…we’ve increased, like tripled the
CCTV over the last three years but they still want more CCTV, they
want it monitored 24 hours a day because the perception is where
there’s CCTV things don’t happen. ‘And also I think it’s a question of,
‘We need CCTV.’ ‘You’ve got CCTV.’ ‘Well, we need more. It needs
to be located in a different place. But CCTV’s not the answer.’
(Practitioner)
‘When I see the CCTV, I still don’t feel safe, in fact sometimes it
makes me feel more anxious. Because I think I’m in a bad area, I get
into a panic sometimes because, for one, you’re not sure the cameras
are working. You see them and you see a lot of them highly visible
and it just makes me feel scared. It doesn’t have the effect of making
me feel safe, it raises emotions of feeling frightened and intimidated
and you’re not sure what’s lurking round the corner.’ (Resident)
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It doesn’t have the effect of making me feel safe, it raises emotions of
feeling frightened and intimidated and you’re not sure what’s lurking
round the corner.’ (Resident)
Fear, trust and ‘knowing people’
Fear of crime does not correlate with actual crime – which was barely
discussed by the groups – but it does correlate directly with trust.24 In turn,
high levels of trust correlate with well-being.25
The residents interviewed felt that ‘knowing people’, whether it be
caretakers, youth workers or each other, was the key to creating trust.
Acknowledging the complexity of the issue, many residents also reflected
that feelings of safety or fear were not due to the design and security of the
surrounding environment but were rooted in past, personal experience.
‘When I say I feel unsafe, my unsafety is not just based in Pimlico, it’s
based along from childhood experiences to adult experiences…cause
a lot’s happened to me.’ Resident
‘I say I feel safe, because I’ve never been mugged, I’ve never been
threatened with a knife…That is pure luck, I could be walking down
the street tomorrow and get mugged, and my opinion then would be
different from what it is today. But I think you’re realistically safe.’
Resident
The vital importance of ‘knowing people’ gave rise
to a discussion on the role of caretakers, who lived
on the estate until 2005. Caretakers or ‘supers’ as
they were known, were badly missed by
practitioners and residents alike, who commented
that technological solutions had replaced ‘people
on the ground’. The unintended consequence of
this change particularly affected elderly and
isolated people, who found great reassurance from
the presence of known individuals with friendly
faces, who would also notice if certain residents
hadn’t been seen for a few days.
‘I think the physical security measures have
increased such as gating, intercom systems,
CCTV and the eyes on the ground have been removed. I just wonder
whether one method has been replaced by another. That we’ve
become more technological. There’s more CCTV, there’s less
manpower.’ (Practitioner)
‘It’s the unintended consequences – no one is asking where’s Mrs So
and So…she hasn’t been seen for a few days. The rent collector used
to be like a social worker. Suddenly there are a lot more lonely
people, they’re more vulnerable. The milk man’s gone. We might be
saving money on not having caretakers living in but we have to have
the CCTV, the clamper. We’re losing the human touch across the
board and that’s what brings communities together.’ (Practitioner)
‘I think they’re great. They’re the social glue. They chat to everyone.
They know what’s going on with the old ladies. Are they dead or not –
seriously.’ (Practitioner)
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‘I think the caretakers knowing the parents makes a real difference.’
(Resident)
‘A lot of elderly people prefer people onsite [rather than a call centre].
For example an old lady whose being called all the time and told it’s
because she’s vulnerable. She doesn’t want to be called – it’s not
personal. It’s systems.’ (Resident)
‘Knowing people’ also raised the question of housing allocation policies on
the estate and how they had changed, breaking up families and
communities of people who had known each other for generations. While
there was a feeling that ‘that time has gone’, residents continually
highlighted how difficult it was to create strong communities when grown up
children invariably had to move far away, so that intergenerational
relationships, where parents would know each other’s children, broke
down.
‘Where people know each other they trust each other. It’s when you
don’t know the people that you can’t, well you can’t trust somebody
that you don’t know.’ (Resident)
‘One of the main differences is, I can easily explain it, my granddad
was born in Peabody, his friends and people lived in Peabody, his
children lived in Peabody. Now, that’s my grandmother, they didn’t
muck about because it was her father’s people that lived in Peabody.
I was born in Peabody, I’m the third generation and we all lived in
Peabodys, all the little old ladies around Peabodys were aunties and
uncles and granddads to us. They were pretending uncles and we
knew everybody…’
We ended both groups by giving participants a fantasy budget to create a
safe and trusting community. They chose to make some investment in
security features but both groups decided to allocate the largest portion of
the budget to ‘people on the ground’.

The dynamics of Secured by Design
With so little evidence that high security and ‘defensible space’ can prevent
fear of crime or nurture trusting communities, how is it that this approach
has become the contemporary orthodoxy? The answer may lie in the
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interconnected and self-perpetuating dynamics of the security, insurance
and construction industries that accompany Secured by Design policy.
Secured by Design began as a regional crime reduction initiative in the late
1980s, as British police officers were being introduced to the ideas of Oscar
Newman and CPTED. Initially funded by the Home Office, it became a
private company in 2000, in order, according to its director Alan McInness,
to be free from political interference. Although it is administered under the
auspices of the Association of Chief Police Officers, who train the
Architectural Liaison Officers, it is funded by the 480 security companies
who sell products which meet Secured by Design standards.
The 480 security companies which are entitled to display the Secured by
Design logo on their products are part of the private security industry. In
addition, according to McInness, the initiative is strongly backed by the
insurance industry. The increasing levels of security offered by Secured by
Design standards attract lower insurance premiums. In turn, developers
market higher security and lower insurance as a bonus and in a virtuous
circle sell properties for higher prices. American commentators describe
this as the ‘FIRE’ economy, which is an acronym for Finance, Insurance
and Real Estate, which brings developers, house builders and the
insurance and security industries together by offering lower insurance
premiums for properties with high security.
The consequence of this dynamic is that developers become locked into
the FIRE economy, even when they do not want to create high security
environments. According to a developer with the property company Argent,
which is behind the new 67-acre private estate at Kings Cross in London,
the company wanted to create a low security environment in the squares
and open spaces of the site, but private security was a requirement of the
insurance. Housing and schools face a similar dilemma: the practitioners
we talked to as part of this research frequently described struggles to avoid
meeting Secured by Design requirements, which they saw as onerous and
unnecessary. “We spend all our time fighting with them because they want
to put up huge grilles everywhere. There’s a lot of pressure to put in
measures,” said one developer.
A Peabody practitioner described how she struggled to resist demands
from the Secured by Design crime prevention officer to permanently gate
the entrance to Peabody Avenue. In order to avoid this Peabody had to
commission a three-month study of two-storey archways throughout
Westminster, at a cost of £20,000. Only when this study revealed that two
storey archways were not crime hot spots did the crime prevention officer
relent. Secured by Design has “got some sensible things in it”, she told us,
“but it suffers from an unimaginative interpretation of what’s going on. It’s
very much a tick-box.”
Secured by Design creates a set of standards which, rather like Health and
Safety, must be met. According to Alan McInness, one of the initial drivers
for the take up of Secured by Design was a combination of calls from the
insurance and construction industries to apply consistent standards for
crime prevention. The Housing Corporation (the former social housing
regulator) took up Secured by Design with great enthusiasm for this reason,
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said McInness; it was more interested in nominating Secured by Design to
get a standard of product, than to reduce crime. This desire for universal
standards has led to Secured by Design, and the high security environment
it brings with it, becoming an entrenched part of the security, insurance and
construction industries.
In turn, these industries reinforce the principles of Secured by Design by
encouraging the sale of commercial security products. While this may be
good for growth in these sectors, it diverts attention from alternative
solutions that are not based on security products. McInnes readily agreed
that the ‘informal guardianship’ figures of the past had created cohesion in
communities that was now sorely missed, but conceded that, because of its
operational model, Secured by Design would be unlikely to encourage their
re-introduction.
The more worrying aspects of Secured by Design, such as the militarisation
of poor areas and the roll-out of CCTV in schools, are almost certainly
unintended consequences. McInness claims he is shocked by the spread of
CCTV in schools and says he hopes that it is not a consequence of
recommendations made by Architectural Liaison Officers. The danger is
that all parties are locked into a pattern of thinking which puts security first,
fuelled – almost invisibly – by an alliance of market forces and a standards
culture, with little consideration of its social footprint.

Photo: Countryside Homes, Salford

The Wisdom of Prevention
Secured by Design standards have spread throughout the built
environment. They are rooted in the history of research into defensible
space and poverty, in particular the studies of deprived housing estates by
Oscar Newman and Alice Coleman. This approach offered a “solution” to
the problem of crime and fear of crime in poor places which did not have to
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deal with the more complex causes of poverty. Security measures would
instead control behaviour. In spite of scant supporting evidence, short term,
technological measures took precedence over long term, “upstream”
prevention.
The new economics foundation (nef) has argued that the focus of policy –
and its interventions – should shift from dealing with ‘visible’ problems or
‘what-if’ scenarios to helping to build the underlying conditions that enable
people to experience well-being.26 27 It appears that we are shaping our
physical environment in response to the consequences of complex social
problems and in so doing are stripping away the social resources which we
depend on to live well together. nef’s analysis of well-being data in over 22
countries has found the UK to have the lowest levels of trust and belonging
among 16-24 year old in Europe.28 Our research suggests that the physical
environment we are creating is contributing to declining levels of trust and
growing levels of fear.
Richard Sennett has argued against creating discrete areas with “sealed
edges”, claiming that “any city of isolated human islands aborts the
experience of difference, rendering people less socially competent”. The
quality of life in a city is good, says Sennett, when its inhabitants are
capable of dealing with complexity.29
Short term solutions, which offer ‘can do’ solutions to problems are often
popular – both to policy makers and to communities – because they appear
simple and straightforward. Long term solutions to the prevention of fear
depend on our willingness to address complex issues and relationships.
This points to the need for a more thorough debate, which can begin to
unpick, among much else, the underlying causes of our need to feel safer
and the institutional stranglehold Secured by Design has on our lives today.
Our engagement with practitioners and residents in Peabody Avenue has
revealed a substantial disconnect between the assumptions underpinning
Secured by Design and the day-to-day experiences of people living
amongst CCTV, high fences and gates.
It was a small study, but clear conclusions have nevertheless emerged
about the links between fear and trust and the removal of ‘guardianship’
figures such as caretakers who were seen to provide the ‘social glue’ in
communities. Their loss was an indirect result of compliance with Secured
by Design. Yet it appears that they were much more effective in building
trust in communities than the installation of CCTV, gating and door entry
systems.
Residents and practitioners were unanimous about the need for ‘eyes on
the ground’. Arguably, the problems at Peabody Avenue, which can be
found in countless estates around the country, can best be tackled by
practitioners with experience of conflict resolution who understand so-called
“hard to reach” young people. Often these are very talented youth and
community workers – many with a chequered past themselves – who
command the respect of young people and know how to reciprocate that
respect.
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There’s a strong case for more work in this area, which could usefully
include extended deliberative engagement; longitudinal analysis of the
impacts on fear and trust; detailed examination of the patterning of social
norms and behaviour encouraged by high security environments; and
research into how to shape the physical and social contexts that support
people to live well together.
The authors would like to thank Claire Bennie, director of development at
the Peabody Trust, for supporting this research.
This essay was submitted as a working paper to a new economics
foundation (nef) seminar on Prevention held in November 2012. The
views expressed do not necessarily represent the views of nef.
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