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Human settlements have always sought to provide for the
safety, security and the well-being of their residents.
However, industrialisation and urbanisation created a
range of new threats to public health and well-being. The
rapid, unplanned and ‘laissez faire’ expansion of cities in
the 20th century resulted in overcrowding, pollution,
poverty, disease, ‘anomie’1 and crime, with cities becom-
ing locations of problems as well as places of vitality and
excitement.

Today, crime is still a public health problem and studies con-
sistently find that safety and security are the first  priority of
the urban poor.2,3 In Australia, the financial costs of crime
to the community have been estimated to be approximately
$32 billion per annum4 and studies consistently reveal that
significant sections of the community are fearful for their
personal safety when using or visiting the city.5

Crime and the fear of crime are not evenly distributed
throughout the city either spatially or temporally, and the
notion of ‘hot spots’ of crime (where/when crime and/or
the fear of crime are highly concentrated) has received
increasing attention in recent years.6–9
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Crime and public health issues have similar origins10 and
outcomes can be improved using similar approaches (e.g.
improving socio-economic conditions and enhancing
social capital). The effect of the built environment on
crime and public health indicates that its design and mod-
ification can be used as an effective planning tool.

During the public health era (19th century USA, Great
Britain and Australia) people with tuberculosis and people
who engaged in criminal behaviour were both categorised
as threats to society, and governments used early examples
of Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design
(CPTED) thinking to tackle both issues simultaneously.11

This paper argues that CPTED has various potential public
health benefits for present and future generations.

Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design
CPTED, also known as Designing Out Crime, is a place-
based strategy which argues that ‘the proper design and
effective use of the built environment can lead to a reduc-
tion in the fear of crime and the incidence of crime, and to
an improvement in the quality of life’.12 It builds upon
strategies of territoriality (sense of ownership), surveil-
lance and access control and promotes activities within
space including higher densities and mixed-use develop-
ment in order to optimise the number of potential ‘eyes on
the street’.13 Evidence also supports the routine mainte-
nance and management of urban space and the discour-
agement of the under-use of space (e.g. dereliction and/or
vacancy) as crime prevention strategies.14–16 This ‘image’
element is also critical to CPTED.17 CPTED has applica-
tion at the micro (building security), meso
(street/neighbourhood) and macro (town/city) levels,
where risk assessments and community participation are
vital components of the CPTED process. CPTED is best
applied at the design stage but is also used to modify exist-
ing urban environments. Research has reported positive
reductions in levels of recorded crime and fear of crime for
CPTED-style developments in the UK,18–21 and more
recently a major international review of CPTED firmly
demonstrates its efficacy as a crime prevention strategy.22

Criminological research has consistently indicated that
crime is most prevalent in societies with significant dis-
parities in the quality of life of its citizens,23,24 and within
these societies crime and the fear of crime concentrates in
specific places and at specific times.6,7
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Public health and crime
Criminology and public health have traditionally focussed
on the behaviour and characteristics of the individual.
However, the fields of injury prevention and crime pre-
vention both now recognise the importance of investigat-
ing the characteristics of the event itself.25

A large proportion of crime is dependent on the opportu-
nities provided by the environmental setting.7,10,26,27

Increased levels of crime have been associated with loca-
tions where people congregate, including transit stations
(rail and bus), drinking establishments and alcohol outlets,
car parks and shopping malls.6,7 The environment can also
affect opportunities for public health outcomes10 such as
the proximity to playgrounds,28 walking and cycling
amenities,28–30 alcohol outlets31 and the presence of
boarded-up houses.15–17

Crucially, Wallace et al.32,33 have identified the deterioration
of inner cities as contributing to the spread of HIV and
tuberculosis, violence and a variety of health disparities and
highlight the potential importance of the physical environ-
ment in reducing these opportunities and influencing health.

The current policy support for New Urbanism and the pro-
motion of compact, high-density, mixed-use, walkable
environments close to public transport clearly seeks to
reduce the problems associated with urban sprawl such as
car-dependency, congestion and pollution. These ideas
also promote active living (e.g. walking) and seek to
address the public health issues of sustainable develop-
ment and the rising levels of obesity. CPTED has potential
public health benefits by reducing opportunities for crime

at the design stage to support initiatives to encourage
walking and social activities.

A study by Cohen et al.34 suggested that one of the factors
that should be considered in attempting to improve the
health of communities is the level of physical deterioration
of neighbourhood buildings – a central component of
CPTED. Figure 1 illustrates how situational factors can
affect health outcomes.

Crime is a mirror of the quality of the social environment
and an indicator of community well-being, and ‘physical
conditions are not merely a consequence of social struc-
tures; rather, they are likely to be in dynamic relationship
with social structures’.35

Indeed, the presence of surveillance opportunities does not
necessarily ensure that surveillance is taking place and
urban space can become ‘undefended’36 by residents. As a
result, Second Generation CPTED37 has recently evolved
and seeks to engender positive social activities and diver-
sity to encourage neighbours to take ownership of space
and to take advantage of natural surveillance. This concept
promotes neighbourhood capacity and community
culture, cohesion and connectivity.38,39 CPTED is also
being applied to products in order to reduce vulnerability
to crime.40 The use of tempered glass to reduce violent
incidents of ‘glassing’41 is one example, which has
obvious potential benefits for public health.

Implementation and future direction in Australia
At the national level, the Australian and New Zealand
Crime Prevention Senior Officers Group has endorsed

Socio-
economic 

status 

Physical structures 
 

Housing 
Parks 

Urban/suburban design 
Cars 

Mass transit 
Markets 

Situational 
opportunities 

and exposures 

Social structures 
 

Schools 
Jobs 

Voluntary organisations 
Legal enforcement 

 
Health 

behaviours 

 
Health 

outcomes 

Figure 1.  Environmental influences on health. 
Source: Cohen DA, Mason K, Bedimo A, Scribner R, Basolo V, Farley TA. Neighborhood physical
conditions and health. Am J Public Health 2003; 93: 468.34 (Figure 1). Reprinted with permission
from the American Public Health Association
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CPTED codes and principles and all states are imple-
menting such programs. This national body is seeking to
amend the Australian Building Codes and to embed
CPTED principles within the planning process. This
would ensure that the criminogenic potential of new
urban developments is considered and minimised at the
initial design stage.42,43

The national commitment to CPTED is arguably one
example whereby the precautionary principle is being
implemented. In WA, housing projections for 2031 esti-
mate that 375 000 new homes will be required44 and that
most (60%) will be built in existing urban areas. The pub-
lication of Designing Out Crime Planning Guide lines42

supported by Planning Bulletin No.7943 and a State
Designing Out Crime Strategy (www.crimeprevention.

wa.gov.au) to embed such ideas within the planning
process and within product design clearly represent a com-
mitment to development that will help to meet the needs of
the present – and those of future generations. In New
South Wales the Safer By Design45 program uses CPTED
risk assessments and introduced Crime Prevention
Legislative Guidelines to Section 79C of the Environ -
mental Planning and Assessment Act (1979). This requires
that authorities ensure that development provides safety
and security to users and the community.

Significantly, the UK’s Home Office has recently released
a new crime strategy Cutting Crime: A New Partnership,46

which among other strategies, promotes CPTED. The
report notes ‘there are now over 100 documented case
studies showing how crime has been reduced by
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 modifying places, products and services and removing the
 opportunities for theft, violence or vandalism.’46

However, firm policy support for CPTED does not guar-
antee that CPTED is being implemented or that crime is
being considered at the planning stage of the development
process. Currently, the consideration of CPTED in
Australia and the UK is largely optional for developers and
crime risk assessments are not statutory (with the excep-
tion of NSW).

Environmental Impact Assessments (EIA) have been
implemented in Australia since the early 1970s; however,
human health considerations have been limited.47 Social
Impact Assessments (SIA) are often carried out as part of,
or in addition to, EIAs and seek to manage the intended
and unintended social consequences of development.
However, the International Principles Social Impact
Assessment48 does not mention crime, and crime risk
assessment is not part of the EIA process.

Health Impact Assessments (HIA) seek to predict the
health impact of a development before implementation
and early in the planning stage. The need for HIAs to be
conducted explicitly in any environmental or economic
decision-making process was strongly endorsed by the
National Health and Medical Research Council in 1992.
Crime is not part of the current HIA process.

Crime Risk Assessment (CRA) is not included in EIAs,
SIAs or HIAs. In terms of HIAs for new developments,
Northbridge and Sclar49 argue that ‘it is imperative to rein-
vigorate the historical link between planning and public
health’. They discuss integrating urban planning and
public health with other frameworks such as the ecosocial
perspective,50 health and human rights,51 the precaution-
ary principle52 and sustainable production53 to better
understand and practise HIAs.

Until more formal CRA processes become available, the
CPTED process represents a tool for assessing crime risk
associated with new developments. Figure 2 illustrates a
model developed by McCamley54 which ‘employs qualita-
tive and quantitative measures of the physical and social
environment to create a contextually adjustable approach
for the analysis and treatment of crime’.

Although it will be a challenging task, integrating existing
assessment frameworks such as EIAs, SIAs, HIAs and
CRAs represents a more holistic approach to assessing the
multiple impacts of any development.

This paper argues the case for crime to be included in these
frameworks and suggests CPTED is a useful process for
conducting local CRAs and in reinvigorating the links
between public health and urban planning.

Conclusion
CPTED is not a panacea, and although it does not guaran-
tee that a city is safe from crime and the fear of crime, it
can help create supportive physical environments for
social and economic initiatives.55 It works best as part of a
broad range of crime prevention strategies, which include
the criminal justice system and both offender and victim-
focussed approaches. Crucially, Brantingham and
Brantingham7 have argued for a broader consideration of
CPTED within planning, and likewise within the public
health arena there are similar calls to consider place-based
crime prevention strategies.10 McDonald56 has observed
‘public health can make a valuable contribution to vio-
lence prevention and cover a much broader spectrum than
can the criminal justice system alone.’ As a proactive
crime prevention strategy, CPTED represents a multidisci-
plinary approach that has application for public health,
planning and crime prevention practitioners. CPTED also
represents a process for collaboration across disciplines.

In the absence of any crime risk assessment model,
CPTED represents a process for assessing local crime risk
at the design stage. It can also reduce crime and fear of
crime and contribute towards the design and management
of urban space to support active living, walkability and
public health.
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Erratum. In the Communicable Diseases Reports for July and August (N S W Public Health Bull 2007; 18(7–8): 145)
and September and October (N S W Public Health Bull 2007; 18(9–10): 205), the data in the graphs
‘Gastroenteritis outbreaks in institutions’ are incorrect as the x-axis (year) was incorrectly labelled. 
The following corrections for these graphs should be noted.
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