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Introduction

On December 26, 2005, Jane Creba, a 15-year-old student out exploring Boxing Day sales with
her mother, was shot to death in the middle of Toronto’s busiest shopping district. Six other
innocent bystanders were wounded. Creba and the other victims had apparently been caught in
the crossfire of a shootout between two rival youth gangs. On May 23, 2007, Jordan Manners,
another 15-year-old Toronto student, was shot and killed within a local high school during school
hours. The school was locked down for several hours while the police searched for the killers.
Both of these tragedies received national media attention and became topics of conversation
among politicians, law enforcement officials, educators, community workers and the general
public. These two cases, however, should not be viewed as isolated incidents. The following is a
list of other recent, but less famous, homicides involving young Ontario victims:

Jeffery Watson (23 years of age): Shot to death, January 11, 2007.

Patrick Barrera (23 years of age): Shot to death, January 14, 2007.
Alexander Lewis (18 years of age): Stabbed to death, February 14, 2007.
Rafi Quaderi (16 years of age): Stabbed to death, March 9, 2007.

Allen Benn (20 years of age): Stabbed to death, April 2, 2007.

Jeffery Delgado (20 years of age): Stabbed to death, April 9, 2007.

Nick Brown (21 years of age): Stabbed to death, April 13, 2007.

Jordan Ormonde (24 years of age): Stabbed to death, April 22, 2007.
Khong Duy Nguyen (22 years of age): Shot to death, May 10, 2007.
Amrinder Singh Atwai (19 years of age): Stabbed to death, May 12, 2007.
Yonathon Musse (19 years of age): Shot to death, May 20, 2007.

Long Sha (19 years of age): Beaten to Death, May 30, 2007.

Jose Hierro-Saez (19 years of age): Shot to death, June 9, 2007.

Ricardo Francis (23 years of age): Shot to death, July 3, 2007.

Kimel Foster (21 years of age): Shot to death, July 21, 2007.

Ephraim Brown (11 years of age): Shot to death, July 22, 2007.

Amin Aafi (24 years of age): Shot to death, July 22, 2007.

Tyler McGill (22 years of age): Stabbed to death, July 29, 2007.

Michael George (25 years of age): Shot to death, July 29, 2007.

Kevon Hall (19 years of age): Shot to death, August 4, 2007.

Sharmarke Handouleh (20 years of age): Stabbed to death, August 22, 2007.
Dinesh Murugiah (16 years of age): Stabbed to death, September 11, 2007.
Jermaine Malcolm (24 years of age): Stabbed to death, September 22, 2007.
Akila Badhanage (16 years of age): Stabbed to death, September 28, 2007.
Richard Gyamfi (19 years of age): Shot to death, September 28, 2007.
Rachelle Alleyne (16 years of age) Shot to death, October 9, 2007.
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Keegan Allen (18 years of age): Shot to death, October 9, 2007.

Jamie Hilton (20 years of age): Shot to death, October 21, 2007.

Eric Boateng (21 years of age): Shot to death, October 21, 2007.

David Latchana (23 years of age): Shot to death, November 3, 2007.
Christopher Johnson (23 years of age): Stabbed to death, November 3, 2007.
Randy Roberts (23 years of age): Stabbed to death, November 17, 2007.
Ryan Hyde (19 years of age): Shot to death, November 23, 2007.
Kennado Walker (25 years of age): Shot to death, November 23, 2007.
Delane Daley (18 years of age): Shot to death, November 25, 2007.
Keyon Campbell (16 years of age): Shot to death, December 2, 2007.
Fitawrari Lunan (25 years of age): Shot to death, December 16, 2007.
Lois Zios (22 years of age): Stabbed to death, December 26, 2007.
Demetrios Zios (14 years of age): Stabbed to death, December 26, 2007.
Stefanie Rengel (14 years of age): Stabbed to death, January 1, 2008.
Abdikarim Abdikarim (18 years of age): Shot to death, March 14, 2008.
Jonathan Rodriguez (21 years of age): Shot to death, February 22, 2008.
Shammal Ramsey (19 years of age): Shot to death, May 28, 2008.

Levis Taylor (17 years of age): Shot to death, May 28, 2008.

The names of so many young homicide victims can bring cold crime statistics to life. At an
emotional level, they capture the reality of violence in our society. Unfortunately, the list of
names provided above is far from exhaustive. Over the past decade, many other young men and
women from Ontario have been murdered and countless others have been the victims of non-
lethal forms of violence, including physical assault, robbery, and sexual assault. It is also
unfortunate that, unlike Jane Creba and Jordan Manners, most young victims, including those
listed above, will not become household names. Indeed, it would be safe to say that the general
public has already forgotten many of the cases listed above. This, however, does not make these
incidents any less tragic. Indeed, all violence results in pain and heartbreak for the families,
friends and communities involved.

A focus on individual cases, like those listed above, can also create fear of crime and contribute to
the belief that violent crime is getting worse. Criminologists, however, know that this is not
necessarily true. Violent crime has always existed in Canada and each decade has seen its share of
sensational incidents. The following Toronto examples, from the 1960s and 1970s, serve to
illustrate this point:

On October 30, 1961, Roger Allard, 23 years of age, shot and killed three men in the
course of robbing the TD Bank on Bay Street. The victims were John Mottart (43 years
of age), Fred Zdancewicz (54 years of age), and John McNeill (65 years of age). All
three victims were customers in the bank.

On April 25, 1968, Denis Boyd (24 years of age), Clifford McGregor (15 years of age)
and Melvin Polisak (14 years of age) shot and killed a cab driver named Larry Botrie
during an attempted robbery on Yonge Street. Boyd was subsequently shot and
wounded by police in a shoot-out as he tried to escape the scene.
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On September 2, 1972, Derek Hannan (24 years of age), Robert MacDonald (23 years
of age) and Lawrence Pentiluk (22 years of age) attended a house party. An argument
broke out between Hannan on one side and MacDonald and Pentiluk on the other.
MacDonald left the party and went to Pentiluk’s house where he retrieved a gun. He
then returned to party and opened fire, killing Hannan and another innocent bystander.

On September 18, 1975, Roy Embry (28 years of age) checked into the Royal York
Hotel, paying with a stolen credit card. The clerk called the police, who went to
Embry’s room. Embry subsequently shot and wounded both police officers and killed
the clerk before fleeing.

On February 14, 1976, Colleen Lawrie (17 years of age) and Elizabeth Lewis (18 years
of age) were at Lawrie’s house. Lawrie’s parents were away for weekend. The two
friends went out drinking and dancing at a local hotel bar. At the bar they met Harvey
Holly (29 years of age). Holly went home with the two young women after the bar had
closed. The next day, a neighbour discovered both women’s bodies in Lawrie’s house.
They had been sexually assaulted and strangled.

At the time, all of these cases produced sensational headlines and calls for a tougher criminal
justice system. They also produced concerns that violent crime was increasing rapidly in Canada
and that Toronto was now subject to “American-style” violence. Nothing much has changed over
the past 30 years. Media coverage of individual cases still has a powerful impact on public
perceptions of crime and violence. Criminologists, on the other hand, tend to rely on both official
and unofficial crime statistics when forming their opinions. Aggregate statistics are far superior to
individual case descriptions when it comes to documenting overall crime patterns and trends. In
this report, therefore, both official and unofficial crime statistics are used to address the following
six research questions:

1. How prevalent is violent behaviour in Ontario?

2. 'What proportion of violent crime in Ontario involves young people?

3. Is Ontario more or less violent than other Canadian provinces?

4. Are Ontario cities more or less violent than cities located in other Canadian provinces?

5. Does Ontario have more or less violence than the United States and other foreign
countries?

6. Has violent offending in Ontario increased or decreased over the past 40 years?
The report begins with a discussion of how social scientists measure violent crime. We then
review official police statistics on violent crime before turning to estimates derived from both

victimization and self-report surveys. The report concludes by highlighting several disturbing
trends with respect to youth violence in Ontario.
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Measuring Violent Crime with
Official Data

Measuring the true level of crime and violence within a given society is a very difficult task.
Typically, criminologists, law enforcement officials, and policy-makers rely on two major
categories of crime data: 1) official police statistics; and 2) unofficial survey data (self-reports
about personal victimization experiences or criminal behaviours). As discussed below, both forms
of data collection have their strengths and weaknesses. Thus, crime experts generally concede that
we must closely examine both official and unofficial sources of crime data in order to develop a
fuller understanding of the nature and extent of criminal behaviour. We begin our review of crime
in Ontario with an examination of police crime data. We then turn our attention to survey data.

The Uniform Crime Reporting Survey (UCR)

Through the use of the Uniform Crime Reporting Survey (UCR), the Canadian Centre for Justice
Statistics (CCJS) has collected information on crimes recorded by the police in Canada since
1962. In 2006, survey respondents included over 400 different police services from across the
country — the vast majority of police services at the municipal, provincial and national levels.
Indeed, according to recent estimates, in 2006 police service coverage was at 99.9 per cent of the
national caseload. After receiving crime data from individual police services, the information is
ultimately aggregated by the CCJS and released to the public on an annual basis.

How Are UCR Incidents Counted?

The methodology used to collect UCR crime data is rather complex. Every month, individual
police services compile the total number of crimes recorded in their jurisdictions (by crime type)
and report these incidents to the Canadian Centre for Justice Statistics. Crime counts are based on
all criminal incidents reported to the police by members of the public and all crimes that are
discovered by the police through routine patrol or proactive investigation. In other words, UCR
crime data reflect only those crimes that are “known to the police.” Previous research suggests
that many crimes are, in fact, not reported to the police by the public (see discussion in the next
section) and thus go undetected. Thus, there is a general consensus among criminologists that
official UCR data significantly underestimate the true level of crime in society. However, experts

Roots Review ¢ 9



Volume 4: Research Papers

also agree that some UCR data are more accurate than others. For example, research suggests
that while most physical assaults are never reported to the police, law enforcement officials do
detect the vast majority of homicides. Thus, while UCR homicide data are considered very
accurate, it is conceded that police assault data only document a fraction of the physical assaults
that take place in Canada within any given year. As a general rule, the more serious the crime (in
terms of physical injury or financial loss), the more likely it is to be recorded in UCR statistics."

Criminal incidents are recorded individually and divided into four major categories: 1) violent
crime; 2) property crime; 3) criminal traffic violations; and 4) drug-related crimes. The number of
criminal incidents recorded by the UCR represents “actual” crime. In other words, the survey
only records crimes that have been substantiated by police. Unfounded reports are not included in
“actual” crime counts.

An important methodological note, however, concerns incidents in which multiple criminal
offences have taken place. When there are multiple offences during a single incident, the UCR
only records the most serious offence. For example, if a single incident involved both a murder
and a robbery, only the murder would appear in UCR statistics. According to UCR protocol,
violent offences are always considered more serious than property offences.?

Violent offences are counted with respect to the total number of crime victims. Property crimes,
on the other hand, are counted only once per occurrence. For example, if four individuals were
physically assaulted at one time, the event would be counted as four different assaults (i.e., four
violent incidents). By contrast, a break and enter case would be recorded as a single criminal
incident — even if many victims had lost their property. The exception to this general rule is
robbery. Although the UCR records robbery as a violent crime, robberies are always counted as a
single incident — even in cases where there were multiple victims.

After police investigation, some reported criminal incidents are determined to be unfounded or
false. These cases are always eliminated from UCR crime counts. It should be noted, however,
that the UCR records all “confirmed” criminal incidents — even if an offender is never identified
or property is never recovered.

The Revised UCR

In 1984, the UCR was revised so that it could collect more detailed information about criminal
incidents. For example, in contrast to the original UCR, the UCR2 tries to collect detailed
information on victim and offender characteristics (age, gender, alcohol and drug use, gang

" It is interesting to note that some property crimes — including car theft — are more likely to be reported to the police
than serious violence. Members of the public are often motivated to report serious property crimes _for insurance purposes.
Insurance claims cannot be made without a police report.

2 It should be noted that robbery is an offence that is both a property crime and a violent crime. However,
according to UCR protocols, robbery is only counted under the violent crime category.
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involvement, etc.), the nature of the victim-offender relationship (family member, friend, stranger,
etc.), and the nature of the criminal incident (time, location, extent of injury, amount of property
loss, etc.) By 2006, almost all of the police services in all provinces and territories were using the
UCR?2 (except British Columbia). Data from the UCR2 is aggregated at year-end to maintain
compatibility with the original UCR (see Silver 2007).

Expressing Crime Data: Crime Counts and Crime Rates

The UCR uses a variety of methods to express or communicate Canadian crime statistics. First of
all, the total number of crimes reported and the total number of arrests made by the police are
provided as raw numbers. For example, according to UCR data, Canada experienced 605
homicides in 2006. Secondly, the percentage change in the amount of crime between years is
computed. For example, the total crime rate in Canada decreased by three per cent between 2005
and 2006. The percentage change calculation provides some indication of whether crime is
increasing or decreasing and can thus be used to identify short-term crime trends.

The third and by far the most important way of summarizing crime data is through the
calculation of crime rates (per 100,000 population). In order to calculate a crime rate, one must
first divide the total number of crimes by the population estimate for the region (typically derived
from census data). The result is then multiplied by one hundred thousand in order to produce a
crime rate. Let us consider the calculation of Canada’s homicide rate for 2006. The formula
would look something like this:

Total # of homicides in 2006/ total Canadian population X 100,000 = homicide rate

Canada experienced 605 homicides in 2006. Census estimates put Canada’s total population at
31,372,587 individuals:

605 homicides/ 31,372,587 x 100,000 = 1.85

‘What does the crime rate mean? How can it be interpreted? As calculated above, in 2006, Canada
had a homicide rate of 1.85 per 100,000 people. This means that, in Canada, between January 1
and December 31, 2006, approximately two out of every 100,000 people were murdered.

One of the values of crime rates (as opposed to crime counts) is that they allow us to more
accurately compare the level of crime in society over time and across jurisdictions. For example,
in 1961, Ontario experienced 89 homicides. By 2006 the number of homicides in the province had
climbed to 196. These figures represent a 120 per cent increase in the total number of homicides in
Ontario over a 35-year period. Unfortunately, a casual observer might look at these figures and
wrongly conclude that Ontario residents were twice as likely to be murdered in 2006 than 1961.
The problem is that these raw homicide numbers do not take population growth into
consideration. Indeed, between 1961 and 2006, Ontario’s population grew from approximately
6.2 million to approximately 12.7 million (an increase of 105 per cent). Thus, a comparison of
homicide rates is much more appropriate with respect to documenting whether Ontario is
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becoming more dangerous. In fact, between 1961 and 2006, Ontario’s homicide rate increased
only slightly, from 1.43 per 100,000 to 1.54 per 100,000 (an increase of only eight per cent).

Homicide rates also permit more accurate regional comparisons. For example, in 2006, Ontario
experienced 196 homicides while Saskatchewan recorded only 40 homicides. This might cause
some to wrongly conclude that Ontario is much more violent or dangerous than Saskatchewan is.
After all, Ontario recorded almost five times more homicides than Saskatchewan did. Once again,
however, these raw homicide numbers have not controlled for population size. Indeed, while
Ontario has 12.7 million residents, the population of Saskatchewan has less than a million (only
985,000 residents). In fact, according to an analysis of homicide rates, Saskatchewan is actually a
much more dangerous province (homicide rate = 4.06 per 100,000) than Ontario is (homicide rate
= 1.54 per 100,000). It is for these reasons that most of the following discussion of crime statistics
will focus on crime rates rather than raw crime numbers.

The Extent of ““Youth Crime?’

The level of “youth violence” in a particular society will largely depend on one’s definition of
“youth.” In Canada, we typically distinguish between crimes committed by young offenders

(17 years of age and under) and crimes committed by adults (18 years of age or older). However,
while the behaviour of legally defined “young offenders” is a definite focus of the Review of the
Roots of Youth Violence, we are also quite interested in violence that involves young adults
(between 18 and 29 years of age).

Unfortunately, the extent of crime and violence committed by people from different age groups is
very difficult to determine in Canada. First of all, unless a person is actually charged with a crime,
the police will not know — and thus will not be able to record — the age of the offender. This
means that the age of the offender is actually “unknown” in a very high proportion of criminal
incidents. For example, in 1999, the age of the perpetrator(s) was recorded for only 33 per cent of
the 1.17 million criminal incidents documented by Canada’s UCR2 survey (Carrington 2001).

Furthermore, while arrest statistics for young offenders (12 to 17 years of age) are regularly
provided by Statistics Canada, detailed age breakdowns for adult offenders are rarely released to
the public. This makes it particularly difficult to calculate age-specific crime rates or identify the
proportion of arrests in Canada that involve young adults (18 to 29 years).*

Nonetheless, there is a huge body of international research that documents that there is a strong,
inverse relationship between age and crime. Regardless of gender, ethnicity and socio-economic
status, cross-national research suggests that younger people are much more likely to engage in

7 This figure is consistent with other data that suggest that, in an average year, the Canadian police identify a suspect in
only 30—40 per cent of reported criminal incidents. This statistic is often referred to as the clearance rate (see Carrington
2001).

* Age-crime data from the UCR database typically have to be purchased from Statistics Canada through its “special
tabulation” service.
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crime and violence than older people are. This pattern has remained remarkably stable over the
past century and is evident in all developed and developing nations (see Siegel and McCormick
2006; Carrington 2001). In general, rates of criminal offending and violent behaviour are highest
among those in their mid-teens to early twenties. By contrast, criminal behaviour, especially
violent criminal behaviour, declines significantly in the late twenties and thirties and is
increasingly uncommon among people over 40 years of age. This phenomenon has come to be
known as the “age-crime” curve.

After conducting a complex series of calculations and estimates, Carrington (2001) produced age-
crime estimates for Canada using 1999 UCR data. The results powerfully illustrate that criminal
activity is highly concentrated among adolescents and young adults (see Figure A). For example,
15-24-year-olds represented only 14 per cent of the Canadian population in 1999, but accounted
for over a third (36 per cent) of all criminal incidents recorded by the UCR. By contrast,
Canadians 50 years of age or older represent 28 per cent of the population but accounted for only
seven per cent of recorded criminal activity.

40 38
36
35 0% Canadian population
B % of reported crimes
30 75
25 2
20 19
16
15 “ =
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0-14 15-24 25-39 40-49 50+

Figure A: Percent of Canadian Population and Proportion of Recorded UCR Crimes by Age
Group, 1999 Estimates (from Carrington 2001)

Carrington (2001) also calculated age-specific crime rates using 1999 UCR2 data. The results of
this analysis further illustrate the inverse relationship between age and criminal activity (see
Figure B). The highest crime rate (25,708 crimes per 100,000) was recorded for 15-19-year-olds,
followed closely by 20-24-year olds (20,022 per 100,00) and 25-29-year-olds (15,363 per 100,000).
The crime rate for 15-24-year-olds is three times higher than the national average (8,750 per
100,000). By contrast, crime rates decline dramatically after 40 years of age.
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Figure B: Estimated Age-Specific Crime Rates (per 100,000), 1999 Canadian UCR Data (from
Carrington 2001)

Unfortunately, we could not locate age-specific UCR crime statistics for Ontario. The Canadian
Centre of Justice Statistics has yet to release these data. However, the Review of the Roots of
Youth Violence was able to obtain age-specific criminal charge data from the Ontario Attorney
General. The data indicate that, in 2007, the police in Ontario laid 569,072 different criminal
charges. One out of five criminal charges (22.1 per cent) involved a violent offence (homicide,
attempted murder, aggravated assault, assault, sexual assault and robbery). Figure C breaks down
these criminal charges by age group. The data indicate that young people in Ontario are grossly
over-represented among those who were charged with a criminal offence in 2007. For example,
although 12-17-year-olds are only eight per cent of Ontario’s population, they represent 14 per
cent of all those charged with a criminal offence and 15 per cent of those charged with a violent
crime. Similarly, 18-24-year-olds are only nine per cent of Ontario’s population, but represent
28 per cent of those charged with a criminal offence and 24 per cent of those charged with a
violent crime. In sum, although they represent only 23 per cent of the Ontario population,

56 per cent of those charged with a crime in 2007, and 52 per cent charged with a violent crime,
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were between 12 and 29 years of age. By contrast, those 60 years of age and over represent

17 per cent of Ontario’s population, but only two per cent of those charged with a criminal
offence. These data serve to further illustrate the strong negative relationship between age and
criminal behaviour.
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Figure C: Percent of Population and Percent of all Criminal Charges by Age Group, Ontario 2007

Figure D presents 2007 violence-related criminal charge rates by age group. The basic pattern that
emerges is remarkably consistent with the classic age-crime curve discussed above (see Figure B).
The results indicate, for example, that 18-24-year-olds have by far the highest rate of violent
crime in Ontario (2,824 per 100,000), followed by 25-29-year-olds (2,169 per 100,000) and those
between 12 and 17 years of age (1,904 per 100,000). The rate of violent crime, by contrast,
declines dramatically after 30 years of age. Indeed, the violent charge rate for 18-24-year-olds is
21 times greater than the violent charge rate for Ontario residents 60 years of age or older.
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Figure D: Violence-Related Criminal Charge Rate (per 100,000) by Age Group, Ontario 2007

The following crime statistics further serve to illustrate the negative relationship between age and
violence in Canada:’

© In 2003 (the last time Statistics Canada released detailed age-crime data), young people
between 15 and 24 years of age represented only 14 per cent of the Canadian
population. However, 15-24-year-olds accounted for 45 per cent of all persons charged
with property offences and 32 per cent of those charged with violent offences
(Wallace 2003).

¢ In 2003, the violent crime rate® for 15-24-year-olds was approximately 2,000 per
100,000 population. By contrast, the violent crime rate for those over 25 years of age
was less than 1,000 per 100,000 population (Wallace 2003).

@ 1In 2006, only 37 per cent of the Canadian population was less than 30 years of age.
However, 61 per cent of those accused of homicide and 46 per cent of all homicide
victims were under 30. By contrast, in 2006, only eight per cent of all homicide

3 Unfortunately, we could not locate age-specific UCR data for Ontario.

% Statistics Canada’s violent crime rate is a composite measure that includes homicide, manslaughter, attempted murder,
common (level one) assault, assault with a weapon, aggravated assault, sexual assault and robbery.
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offenders were 60 years of age or older, despite the fact that people in this age bracket
make up over 20 per cent of the Canadian population.’

In 2006, the homicide-offending rate was more than four times greater among
Canadians between 12 and 29 years of age (4.25 per 100,000) than among those aged
30 years or older (only 1.0 per 100,000). Similarly, the homicide victimization rate
among 12-29-year-olds was 3.25 per 100,000, compared with only 1.5 per 100,000
among those 30 years of age or older.

Finally, according to the self-reports of Canadian crime victims (Besserer and Trainor
2000), 52 per cent of all criminal offenders are 24 years of age or under and an
additional 23 per cent are between 25 and 34 years. Thus, according to the crime
victims themselves, three out of every four criminal offenders (75 per cent) are under
35 years of age, despite the fact that this demographic represents only 30 per cent of the
entire Canadian population.

In conclusion, the data described above strongly suggest that, when we are talking about crime
data, we are most often talking about the behaviour of young people (typically between 12 and

29 years of age). Thus, we feel that the aggregate crime data presented in the next section are
reflective of youth crime trends in general. Indeed, the negative relationship between age and
crime is so strong that several scholars have forecast significant declines in North American crime
rates as the population ages (see Field 1999; Savolainen 2000; Carrington 2001).

7 We calculated age-specific homicide rates by utilizing 2006 homicide counts from the Canadian Centre for Justice
Statistics (Li 2007; http:/ /www40.statcan.ca/ 101/ est101/legall 0b.htm) along with age-specific population estimates
Sfrom Statistics Canada (http:/ /www40.statcan.ca/ 101/ est01/demol0a. htm?sdi=age).
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Violent Crime: Provincial Comparisons

On an annual basis, the Canadian Centre for Justice Statistics (CCJS) releases crime statistics
for Canada. At the time that this report was being prepared (April 2008), statistics for 2006
were available for analysis. Unfortunately, the figures for 2007 had yet to be released. Figure
1 presents the rate of violent crime for Canada’s ten provinces. The violent crime rate is a
composite measure of the following crimes: homicide, manslaughter, attempted homicide,
physical assault, aggravated assault, assault with a weapon, sexual assault and robbery. In
general, the data suggest that the Western provinces have a much higher rate of violent crime
than the eastern provinces do (with the possible exception of Nova Scotia). Over all, at

756 violent crimes per 100,000, Ontario and Quebec have the second-lowest violent crime
rate in Canada. Only Prince Edward Island reported less violent crime (714 per 100,000).

By contrast, the rate of violent crime in both Saskatchewan (2,039 per 100,000) and Manitoba
(1,598 per 100,000) is more than double the rate for Ontario.
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Figure 1: 2006 Violent Crime Rates (per 100,000) by Province
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Figure 2 presents the homicide figures by province. Consistent with the figures for overall violent
crime, the Western provinces (Saskatchewan, Manitoba, Alberta and British Columbia) have
significantly higher homicide rates than the Eastern provinces have. Ontario’s homicide rate

(1.5 per 100,000) is half the rate of Saskatchewan’s (4.1 per 100,000) and Manitoba’s (3.3 per
100,000). It is also significantly lower than the homicide rate for both Alberta (2.8 per 100,000)
and British Columbia (2.5 per 100,000). However, Ontario’s homicide rate is significantly higher
than the homicide rates for Quebec, New Brunswick and Prince Edward Island.

4.5 - 41
4 1 —
3.5 3.3

2.8
8 25 —
2.5 —

2
1.5

1 0-7

0.5 —l_ —
0

FEN
N

EIN
[ ¥

o
©

Figure 2: 2006 Homicide Rates by Province

Figures 3 through 5 present the provincial rates for assault, robbery and sexual assault
respectively. The results are remarkably consistent. Regardless of the type of crime, violence is far
more prevalent in Western Canada than it is in Eastern Canada. Ontario, on the other hand, is
consistently at the low end of the crime continuum. Indeed, in 2006, Ontario recorded the second-
lowest rate of physical assault (563 per 100,000) in Canada and the second-lowest rate of sexual
assault (56 per 100,000). By contrast, Saskatchewan’s physical assault rate (1,671 per 100,000) is
almost three times greater than Ontario’s assault rate. Similarly, Saskatchewan’s rate of sexual
assault (125 per 100,000) is more than twice Ontario’s rate. However, the data suggest that
Ontario has a relatively high rate of robbery (87 per 100,000). Nonetheless, Ontario’s robbery rate
is still lower than the rate found in five other provinces, including Manitoba (182 per 100,000),
Saskatchewan (150 per 100,000), British Columbia (110 per 100,000), Alberta (93 per 100,000)
and Quebec (91 per 100,000). In sum, compared with other provinces in Canada, Ontario is a
relatively safe place to live.
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Figure 5: 2006 Sexual Assault Rates by Province

Violent Crime: A Comparison of Canadian Cities

Over the past several years, high-profile murders in Toronto (Canada’s largest urban area) have
drawn national media attention. As a result, many Canadians believe that Toronto and other
Ontario cities are particularly prone to violence (see MacQueen 2008). For example, a general
population survey, conducted in 2007, revealed that 50 per cent of Toronto residents actually
believe Toronto has more crime than other major cities in Canada (Wortley 2007). How accurate
is this perception? An examination of 2006 UCR statistics reveals that it is not accurate at all.
Figure 6, for example, presents the violent crime rates for 20 major urban areas in Canada,
including ten urban areas located in Ontario (Toronto, London, Hamilton, Windsor, St.
Catharines, Ottawa, Thunder Bay, Sudbury, Kingston and Kitchener-Waterloo). According to
our analysis, only two of these Ontario cities — Thunder Bay (1,308 per 100,000) and Sudbury
(908 per 100,000) — make it into the top ten most violent cities in Canada. Interestingly, these are
also the only two cities in Ontario with a violent crime rate above the national average (951 per
100,000). Toronto, on the other hand, a city that is often stereotyped as violent, ranks 14 out of
the 20 urban areas in our sample. Furthermore, Toronto’s violent crime rate (712 per 100,000) is
less than half the rate of Saskatoon’s (1,606 per 100,000) and Regina’s (1,546 per 100,000).
Toronto’s violent crime rate also falls far below the national average. Nonetheless, there are
several other Ontario cities (Ottawa, St. Catharines, Kitchener-Waterloo, Windsor and Kingston)
that have even less violence than Toronto has. Consistent with our analysis of provincial data,
Western cities tend to have much higher levels of violent crime than Eastern cities have. Halifax,
Nova Scotia, is a notable exception to this general trend.
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Figure 6: 2006 Violent Crime Rates by Canadian City
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Figure 7 presents homicide statistics and Figure 8 presents robbery statistics for the same 20
Canadian cities. Some argue that homicide and robbery rates provide a more accurate estimate of
violent crime because these crimes are more likely to be discovered by the police than physical
assaults or sexual assaults are. Furthermore, compared with assault figures, homicide statistics are
less vulnerable to regional variations in police discretion. For example, although local police may
decide not to record a minor assault (or decide not to lay a charge), they most certainly will record
all homicides. The results with respect to homicide and robbery, however, are remarkably similar
to the results for violent crime in general. Over all, Western cities have much higher homicide
rates than Eastern cities have. For example, of the major cities in our sample, Regina has the
highest homicide rate (4.5 per 100,000), followed by Edmonton (3.7 per 100,000), Saskatoon
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(3.3 per 100,000) and Winnipeg (3.0 per 100,000). By contrast, in 2006, the highest homicide rate
in Ontario (1.8 per 100,000) was recorded by both Toronto and Ottawa. Nonetheless, compared
with the level of homicide in Kitchener-Waterloo (0.4 per 100,000), St. Catharines (0.9 per
100,000) and Hamilton (1.0 per 100,000), Toronto’s homicide rate is relatively high — at least by

Ontario standards.
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Figure 8: 2006 Robbery Rates by Canadian City
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With respect to robbery rates, only three Ontario cities — Toronto, Thunder Bay and Hamilton —
make it into the top ten (see Figure 8). However, the robbery rates for these three Ontario cities (all
between 108 and 116 per 100,000) are still far below the robbery rates recorded by Western cities
like Winnipeg (272 per 100,000), Saskatoon (268 per 100,000) and Regina (264 per 100,000).

In sum, according to official police statistics, there is absolutely no truth to the perception that
major Ontario cities — including Toronto — are more violent than other urban centres within
Canada are. In fact, the violent crime rates for most Ontario cities fall far below the national
average. On the other hand, most major Western cities (including Winnipeg, Regina, Saskatoon,
Calgary, Edmonton, Vancouver and Victoria) have rates of violent crime well above the national
average. This conclusion is quite consistent with a recent, highly publicized analysis of UCR data
conducted by Maclean’s magazine. Maclean’s researchers ranked the 100 largest urban areas in
Canada (with populations greater than 50,000) on an aggregate measure of six crimes: murder,
sexual assault, aggravated assault, robbery, break and entering and auto theft. Surprisingly (at
least to some), Toronto ranked 26™ on this list of the most dangerous urban areas in Canada. By
contrast, nine of the top ten most dangerous cities are located in Western provinces — from
Winnipeg to Victoria (see MacQueen 2008; macleans.ca/dangerouscities).

Violent Crime: International Comparisons

Comparing countries with respect to their level of violent crime is an extremely difficult task. To
begin with, most countries have their own unique definitions of crime, making accurate cross-
national comparisons virtually impossible. Furthermore, police agencies from different countries
often have vastly different practices and standards when it comes to recording crime statistics. For
example, while countries like Canada and the United States have rather sophisticated methods
(Uniform Crime Reports) for collecting information on criminal incidents, other countries do not
compile crime statistics with such rigor. This situation makes cross-national comparisons with
respect to crime even more tenuous. As a result, most criminologists rely exclusively on homicide
statistics when attempting to compare the level of violence in various countries. As discussed
above, unlike other violent crimes, almost all homicides eventually come to the attention of the
police. In other words, few homicides go unrecorded. Furthermore, as a reliability check, police
data on homicide can be cross-referenced with “cause of death” statistics compiled by national
health agencies. In the past, such reliability checks have demonstrated that national homicide
statistics are relatively accurate (see Archer and Gartner 1984; Bailey and Peterson 1999). Finally,
many scholars feel that homicide is a “tip of the iceberg” statistic. They maintain that if homicide
rates in a particular jurisdiction are high, it is reasonable to assume that less serious, non-lethal
forms of violence will also be high.

Figure 9 compares Ontario’s 2006 homicide rate with recently compiled homicide statistics from
a variety of developed and developing nations. The results clearly suggest that, compared with
many countries, Ontario is a relatively safe place to live. In general, homicide rates are much
higher in developing nations like Jamaica (62.1 per 100,000), Brazil (53.3 per 100,000) and South
Africa (40.5 per 100,000), than in developed countries like Canada (1.8 per 100,000). Homicide
rates are also high in Eastern Europe, particularly in those countries that used to belong to the
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Soviet Union. For example, the homicide rate in Russia (19.9 per 100,000) is approximately

13 times higher than the homicide rate in Ontario (1.5 per 100,000). By contrast, the homicide
rate in the United States (5.7 per 100,000) is only 4 times greater than the homicide rate in
Ontario. Interestingly, Ontario has a lower murder rate than many other Western nations,
including Germany (2.9 per 100,000), Switzerland (2.7 per 100,000), Sweden (2.6 per 100,000),
New Zealand (2.4 per 100,000) and Finland (2.1 per 100,000). However, Ontario is not doing as
well as some other nations are. For example, Ontario’s homicide rate is three times higher than
the homicide rate in Japan, Hong Kong and Singapore.

Figure 10 compares Ontario’s 2006 homicide rate with the homicide rates from selected
American states. In general, the results suggest that Ontario is much safer than most jurisdictions
in the United States. For example, the homicide rate in Louisiana (12.4 per 100,000) is
approximately eight times greater than the homicide rate in Ontario (1.5 per 100,000). Florida,
the winter home of many “snowbirds” from Ontario, has a homicide rate (6.2 per 100,000) that is
more than four times greater than Ontario’s rate. Similarly, the homicide rates for New Jersey
(4.9 per 100,000), New York (4.8 per 100,000) and Ohio (4.7 per 100,000) are more than three
times greater than the rate for Ontario. While several states — including Hawaii, Maine, Utah
and Iowa — have a rate of homicide that is similar to Ontario’s, we could locate only two states
(North Dakota and New Hampshire) with lower rates.

As discussed above, in 2006, Toronto and Ottawa recorded the highest homicide rates among
Ontario cities (1.8 per 100,000). Figure 11 compares this rate with 2006 homicide rates for
selected American cities. The data clearly illustrate that, in general, urban living in Ontario is far
safer than urban living in the United States is. In 2006, for example, Detroit had the highest urban
homicide rate (47.3 per 100,000) in America. It is startling to note that this rate is 26 times greater
than the homicide rate of Ontario’s “most dangerous” cities. It is also important to note that,
despite cutting its homicide rate in half over the past 15 years, New York City’s 2006 homicide
rate (7.3 per 100,000) is still four times greater than Toronto’s homicide rate. Even placid Salt
Lake City has a homicide rate that is double the rate for Toronto and Ottawa. In fact, we could
not locate a single American urban area (with a population greater than 250,000) with a lower
homicide rate than the most “violent” cities in Ontario.

Figure 12 compares the homicide rates for Toronto and Ottawa with the homicide rates for
selected European cities. The results suggest that, even when compared with European urban
centres, Toronto and Ottawa are relatively safe. Indeed, Toronto and Ottawa (Ontario’s murder
capitals) have lower homicide rates than many European locations have, including London,
England, Glasgow, Amsterdam, Belfast, Brussels, Warsaw, Helsinki, Dublin, Copenhagen and
Budapest. On the other hand, the homicide rates for Toronto and Ottawa are quite similar to the
homicide rates for Berlin, Oslo, Madrid and Paris. However, a number of European cities
(including Rome, Athens, Vienna and Lisbon) appear to be significantly safer than Toronto and
Ottawa are. Indeed, Toronto’s homicide rate (1.8 per 100,000) is three times higher than the rate
for Lisbon (0.6 per 100,000). Thus, although Ontario cities are relatively “safe” by European
standards, theoretically we could do better.
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Figure 11: 2006 Homicide Rates by Selected Ontario and American Cities
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Is Violence in Ontario Increasing?

The majority of Ontario residents believe that violent crime is on the rise. For example, the results
of a 2007 general population survey suggest that over 70 per cent of Toronto residents believe that
crime has increased significantly over the past ten years (Wortley 2007). The results presented
below suggest that this widespread perception is fundamentally incorrect (see Figures 13 and 14).

We scoured annual reports published by the Canadian Centre for Justice Statistics and were able
to locate the UCR violent crime rate for Ontario for the years 1986 through 2006. As you might
recall, the violent crime rate is a composite measure that includes homicide, attempted homicide,
assault, sexual assault and robbery. The data are presented in Figure 13. The results suggest that
the violent crime rate in Ontario increased by 37 per cent between 1986 (787 per 100,000) and
1991 (1,097 per 100,000). However, violent crime in Ontario actually declined by 31 per cent
between 1991 (1,097 per 100,000) and 2006 (756 per 100,000). Many Ontario residents would be
surprised to learn that, over all, violent crime has actually decreased in this province over the past
20 years. Indeed, in Ontario, the 2006 violent crime rate (756 per 100,000) was five per cent lower
than the rate of violent crime recorded in 1986 (797 per 100,000).

1200 -

1000 — —

800 -4 N -4 HH<H+HH+HH+HHHHHHH

eooo HHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHF

so HHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHF

200 HHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHF

1986
1987
1988
1989
1990
1991
1992
1993
1994
1995
1996
1997
1998
1999
2000
2003
2004
2005
2006

2001
2002

Figure 13: Ontario's Violent Crime Rate (per 100,000) 1986 to 2006
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‘What about serious violence? Has it increased? In order to answer this question, we were able to
locate homicide statistics for Canada, Ontario and the United States from 1961 to 2006 (a period of
45 years). These data are presented in Figure 14. The data illustrate a few clear patterns. First of all,
over the past half century, the United States has consistently recorded a much higher homicide rate
than Canada has. Depending on the year, the American homicide rate has typically been between
three and six times higher than the Canadian rate. The results also reveal that, over the past 45
years, Ontario’s homicide rate has always been below the Canadian average. We could not locate a
single year in which Ontario’s homicide rate surpassed the overall rate for Canada.

Ontario recorded its lowest homicide rate (1.02 per 100,000) in 1966. However, the province’s homicide
rate more than doubled between 1966 and the mid-1970s. In fact, Ontario recorded its highest recorded
homicide rate in 1975 (2.48 per 100,000). The level of homicide dropped slightly in 1976 and remained
relatively stable (at about 2.0 per 100,000) until 1991. Ontario recorded relatively high homicide rates in
both 1991 (2.35 per 100,000) and 1992 (2.29 per 100,000) before dropping below 2.0 per 100,000 for the
next 14 years. As discussed above, in 2006, Ontario’s homicide rate was only 1.54 per 100,000. This rate
is about the same as the homicide rate recorded in 1961 (1.43 per 100,000) and is actually 40 per cent
lower than the rate recorded in 1975 (2.48 per 100,000). Many people would be surprised to know that
Ontario’s 1975 homicide rate was almost twice the rate recorded in 2006. Clearly, there is little evidence
to suggest that Ontario residents are more at risk of experiencing a violent death than they were 30 years
ago. However, this does not mean that the nature of homicide has not changed. Indeed, there are a
number of disturbing trends with respect to contemporary violence that deserve our attention. These
trends will be discussed below in a section entitled “Ontario at the Crossroads.”
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Figure 14: Homicide Rates, 1961 to 2006 United States, Canada and Ontario
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The Limitations of Official (UCR) Data

The UCR survey is an important crime measurement strategy that is used extensively by
academics, community members and law enforcement agencies. However, police data are not
without their problems. To begin with, UCR statistics only represent those crimes that are
“known to the police.” Most crimes, as discussed above, become known to the police through
reports from civilian witnesses and/or victims. However, survey results (see discussion below)
indicate that many people do not report to the police the crimes they have witnessed or
experienced. Reasons for not reporting crimes to the police sometimes include a belief that the
incident was too minor or that the police will not be able to catch the offender. Other people do
not report criminal incidents because they are afraid of the offenders or have a profound distrust
of the police. Whatever the reasons, studies consistently reveal that there is a less than 50 per cent
chance of a violent crime being reported to the police. This is even lower for certain types of
violent crime, including sexual assault. In other words, official police data may dramatically
underestimate the true extent of violent behaviour in Ontario.

Police discretion with respect to arrest decisions and record-keeping can also dramatically impact
UCR statistics. Research suggests that police priorities and how they deal with specific types of
behaviour can have a profound impact on the extent of criminal activity that is recorded by
official statistics. For example, studies suggest that when the police devote extra resources
towards identifying and arresting prostitutes, drug users, and drug dealers, the official statistics for
prostitution, drug possession, and drug trafficking also increase. In other words, a rise or decline
in particular “police sensitive” crimes may reflect changes in policing activity more than actual
changes in the public’s behaviour. Indeed, in 1962, Canada recorded only 20 cases of cannabis
possession. By 1968, however, there were 2,300 cases, and by 1972, there were over 12,000 cases
(a 600 per cent increase over a ten year period). Although marijuana use may have increased
somewhat over this time period, most police scholars attribute this dramatic increase in
marijuana-related cases to renewed police efforts to fight the war on drugs (see Siegel and
McCormick 2006).

A similar situation arose in Ontario during the 1990s. After the passage of the Safe Schools Act
and the adoption of strict “zero tolerance” policies by various school boards, there was a marked
increase in Ontario’s violent crime rate for young offenders. Most of this increase involved minor
(Level I) physical assaults. Critics have argued that this increase in the province’s official violent
crime rate had more to do with the increased use of police in schools than with real changes in
youth violence. In other words, during the 1970s and 1980s, fights between students were often
dealt with informally (by school officials, counsellors and parents). However, after the adoption of
the zero-tolerance approach, the police were more likely to be called to schools to deal with minor
violence. The increased use of police, in turn, led to increased arrests and an increase in officially
recorded youth crime (see Doob and Cesaroni 2004).

Other studies have suggested that improvements in police record-keeping can also increase the
rate of officially recorded crime. Improvements in computer technology and increases in the
number of police personnel devoted to the collection of crime data, for example, have both
contributed to “artificial” increases in crime within some jurisdictions (Siegel and McCormick
2006). Other methodological issues related to UCR statistics include:
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The definition of crime can change — compromising the analysis of trend data.

As a result of police discretion, some criminal incidents are incorrectly screened as
“founded,” while others are incorrectly screened as “unfounded.”

There are significant jurisdictional variations in how well UCR reports are completed.
Thus, the crime statistics for some regions may be more accurate than the statistics
from other regions.

If a single offender commits multiple offences, only the most serious offence is
recorded. This is a practice that may cause some types of crime (minor violence and
property crimes) to be significantly under-reported in official crime data.

In sum, official UCR crime statistics have specific strengths, as well as specific weaknesses. As a
result of these weaknesses, criminologists often attempt to expand their analysis of crime by
considering unofficial statistics — usually collected through self-report (victimization) surveys.
We turn to these data in the next section.
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Measuring Crime with
Unofficial Data

The limits of official (UCR) statistics have caused social scientists to seek alternative methods for
documenting the extent and nature of criminal behaviour in Canada. General population surveys
are by far the most widespread strategy for collecting ‘“unofficial” crime data. Two types of surveys
have been developed: 1) self-report surveys — in which respondents are asked if they themselves have
engaged in specific criminal behaviours over a given time period; and 2) victimization surveys — in
which respondents are asked if they have experienced specific types of criminal victimization over
the past year.® In general, surveys uncover much more criminal activity than official police statistics
do. For example, the 2004 Canadian General Social Survey (Gannon and Mihorean, 2005,
discussed in detail below) produced an unofficial crime rate of approximately 28,000 per 100,000.
By contrast, the 2004 crime rate produced by official UCR statistics was only 8,951 per 100,000 (see
Table 1 in Silver 2007). The huge discrepancy between these two rates of crime can be explained by
the fact that most crimes are never “discovered” by the police and thus recorded in UCR
tabulations. Indeed, according to the results of the 2004 General Social Survey, only a third of all
victimization incidents (34 per cent) are reported to the police.

The General Social Survey

The General Social Survey (GSS) is the only national victimization survey conducted in Canada.
It is also the largest (in terms of sample size) and most methodologically sophisticated (in terms of
sampling strategy and survey construction). The victimization cycle of the GSS is a telephone
survey that is administered to a representative sample of Canadians aged 15 years and older. The
most recent cycle of the victimization survey was administered in 2004. This was the fourth time
that the survey was administered, with previous cycles in 1988, 1993 and 1999 (see Gannon and
Mihorean 2005).

To select the sample, Random Digit Dialing technology is used to randomly select households in
the ten provinces and the territories. Thereafter, one person from each household is randomly
selected to complete the survey. The sample in 1988 and 1993 consisted of only 10,000
households. In 1999, the sample consisted of 26,000 households. In 2004, the final sample
included 24,000 households.

& In rare cases, surveys try to capture both self-reported criminal activity and personal victimization experiences (see
Tanner and Wortley 2002).
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Since the survey is conducted by phone, it automatically excludes people who do not have a
home phone and people who are living within institutions. In the most recent iteration of the
survey, this amounted to approximately four per cent of the Canadian population. Statistics
Canada maintains that the loss of this “unreachable” population should not significantly impact
national crime estimates.” However, it should be noted that previous research has demonstrated
that homeless/transient populations (i.e., those who are the least likely to have a phone) and
those living in institutional facilities (including prisons) tend to have significantly higher rates of
victimization than others have. Thus, though significantly higher than UCR statistics, the crime
estimates provided by the GSS may still be conservative.

The results of the 2004 GSS indicate that 28 per cent of the Canadian population 15 years of age
or older experienced at least one criminal victimization in the previous 12 months. The findings
also indicate that eight per cent had experienced a physical assault in the past year, two per cent
had experienced a sexual assault and one per cent had experienced a robbery. In sum, 10.6 per
cent of the population had experienced one or more violent victimizations in the previous

12 months. This was down slightly (minus five per cent) from the rate of violent victimization
recorded by the GSS in 1999.
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Figure 15: Rate of Self-Reported Violent Victimization (per 1,000) by Province 2004 General
Social Survey

Figure 15 presents the GSS violent victimization rates by province. In general, the data pattern is
consistent with the UCR statistics presented above (see Figure 1). Over all, according to this
national victimization survey, violent crime appears to be more prevalent in Western Canada

? Gannon and Mihorean 2005: 19.
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than it is in Eastern Canada. One exception to this general rule is Nova Scotia, which recorded
the second-highest rate of violent victimization in the country. Interestingly, while Manitoba and
Saskatchewan have the highest rate of violent crime according to official UCR estimates, Alberta
leads the way with respect to self-reported victimization. Similarly, while Ontario ranks eighth
with respect to officially recorded violent crime, it rises to sixth when estimates are based on GSS
data. Finally, according to UCR statistics, British Columbia’s official rate of violent crime

(1,218 per 100,000) is 61 per cent higher than Ontario’s rate (756 per 100,000). However,
according to the 2004 GSS, B.C.’s violent victimization rate (10,800 per 100,000) is actually
slightly lower than Ontario’s rate (11,200 per 100,000).'° As discussed above, these regional
discrepancies could be the result of regional differences in behaviour — or they could stem from
divergent police practices.
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Figure 16: Rate of Self-Reported Violent Victimization (per 1,000) by City 2004 General
Social Survey

Figure 16 presents GSS violent victimization rates for 13 major Canadian urban areas. According
to 2004 survey results, Halifax, Nova Scotia (229 per 100,000) had the highest rate of violent
victimization in Canada, followed by six Western cities (Edmonton, Regina, Calgary, Winnipeg,
Victoria and Saskatoon). However, it should be noted that Ottawa’s violent victimization rate
(143 per 100,000) was almost as high as Saskatoon’s (146 per 100,000). However, both Toronto
and Hamilton are close to the national average (106 per 100,000). Interestingly, while
Vancouver’s official (UCR) rate of violent crime is significantly higher than Toronto’s (see Figure
6 above), according to the 2004 GSS the two cities have identical rates of violent victimization.
Finally, consistent with UCR statistics, the GSS found that Quebec City and Montreal have
relatively low rates of violent crime. Over all, the basic crime pattern produced by the 2004

0 The GSS reports victimization rates per 1,000, while the UCR reports crime rates per 100,000. In order to make the
[figures more comparable, we multiplied the GSS rates by 100.
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General Social Survey is largely consistent with the UCR police statistics compiled annually by
the Canadian Centre for Justice Statistics. In general, violence is much more prevalent in Western
Canada than it is in Eastern Canada (with the exception of Nova Scotia). Ontario and Ontario’s
urban centres, on the other hand, tend to lie somewhere in the middle: less violent than Western
Canada (and Nova Scotia), but somewhat more violent than Quebec.

As with police official statistics, the results of the 2004 GSS suggest that violence is highly
concentrated among youthful populations (see Figure 17). Indeed, the violent victimization rate
for respondents 15 to 24 years of age (226 per 100,000) is two times greater than the rate for 35- to
44-year-olds (115 per 100,000) and more than four times greater than those 55 years of age or
older (45 per 100,000).
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Figure 17: Rate of Self-Reported Violent Victimization (per 1,000) by Age Group 2004
General Social Survey

Respondents to the 2004 GSS were also asked if they could identify the ages of the offenders
involved in violent victimization incidents. Only two per cent of respondents claimed that they
could not estimate the age of the offenders involved in violence-related incidents (this percentage
was much higher for property crimes). The results further demonstrate the robustness of the
negative age-crime correlation. Two thirds of all offenders were identified as being less than

34 years of age. By contrast, only five per cent were 55 years of age or older. As with UCR data,
violent offenders are particularly well represented among young aduits. Indeed, while only 13 per
cent of all offenders fall into the legally defined “young offender” category (12 to 17 years of age),
50 per cent of offenders were identified as being young adults between 18 and 34 years of age.
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Figure 18: Estimated Age of the Offender(s) Involved in Violent Victimizations 2004 General
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Other Youth Surveys

By all accounts, the General Social Survey (GSS) is the most ambitious victimization survey in
Canada. However, over past decade, a number of other surveys have examined the nature and
extent of youth violence in Ontario. Most of these studies have examined large samples of high
school students. This section will focus on the results of ten of these studies to further illustrate the
degree of violent behaviour among young people in Canada. The studies to be discussed include:

1.

The Ontario Student Drug Use Survey (OSDUS): This Ontario-wide survey has been
conducted every two years since 1977 (Paglia et al 2003; CAMH 2006). The survey is
sponsored and administered by the Centre for Addiction and Mental Health (CAMH,
formerly known as the Addiction Research Foundation). Respondents are drawn from
elementary schools (grades 7 and 8) and high schools (grades 9 to 12) from across the
province. Each survey has involved a large, representative sample of Ontario students.
For example, the 2005 survey involved a random sample of 7,726 respondents
representing 42 different school boards and 137 different schools. Although most
survey questions focus on student drug and alcohol use, questions about youth violence
have been included since 1983.

The International Youth Survey (IYS): This survey was administered to students in

30 different nations in 2006. The Canadian version, conducted by Statistics Canada,
involved a random sample of 3,200 students (in grades 7 through 9) from the Toronto
District School Board (see Savoie 2007).
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3.

The 2006 Toronto District School Board Student Census: This study, completed in 2006,
involved an extensive survey of approximately 105,000 students (grades 7 through 12)
from the Toronto District School Board. The final sample included approximately
92 per cent of all students in grades 7 and 8 and 81 per cent of all students in grades 9
through 12. The survey included several questions on school safety and violence (see
Yau and O’Reilly 2007).

The 2000 Toronto Youth Crime and Victimization Survey (YCVS): This survey, completed
in 2000, involved a random sample of 3,393 Toronto high school students (from both
the Catholic and public school boards) and a random sample of 396 homeless street
youth (response rate = 82 per cent). This survey investigated both self-reported
victimization experiences and self-reported delinquent behaviour (see Tanner and
Wortley 2002).

The Drugs, Alcohol and Violence International Survey (DAVI): This study, completed in
2003, is a joint US-Canada investigation into youth drug use and violence. The study
involved a survey of three samples of male youth 14 to 17 years of age: students,
dropouts and young offenders being held in secure custody facilities. The Canadian
version of the project collected data from samples in both Montreal and Toronto. The
Canadian student sample consisted of 904 respondents — 456 Toronto high school
students (from eight different schools) and 456 high school students from Montreal
(from eight different schools). The dropout sample consisted of 218 respondents

(116 from Toronto and 102 from Montreal). Finally, the young offender sample
consisted of 278 youth in secure custody facilities (132 from southern Ontario and 146
from the Montreal region). The survey included many questions about weapons use
and violent behaviour. As part of this project, similar surveys were conducted in both
Philadelphia and Amsterdam (see Erickson and Butters 2006).

School Community Safety Advisory Panel Surveys. The School Community Safety
Advisory Panel (led by Julian Falconer) was formed by the Toronto District School
Board in June 2007 to investigate issues of school safety in the wake of the tragic
shooting death of Jordan Manners. As part of its investigation, the panel conducted
victimization surveys at two schools located within an economically disadvantaged
neighbourhood in northwest Toronto (see School Community Safety Advisory Panel
2008). The first survey was conducted in June 2007. The second survey was administered
in October 2007. A total of 1,293 students participated in this research project (423
students at C.W. Jefferys Collegiate and 870 at Westview Secondary School).

The 2001/2002 Health Behaviour in School-Aged Children Survey (HBSC): In 2001/2002,
the World Health Organization (WHO) conducted a massive survey of 162,306 students
from 35 countries. As part of this project, the WHO questionnaire was administered to a
random sample of 4,361 Canadian youth. Several questions asked respondents to report
on their experiences with both bullying and fighting (see Craig and Harel 2004).

Canada’s National Longitudinal Survey on Children and Youth (NLSCY): This is a joint
project of Statistics Canada and Human Resources Development Canada. It is a
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national, longitudinal survey of a group of children who will be studied every two years
until they reach the age of 25 years (sample size = 22,831). The data on delinquency
reported below are based on self-report forms filled out by the children themselves and
returned to Statistics Canada (see Sprott and Doob 2008; Sprott et al 2001).

9. The Ontario Student Sexual Harassment Survey: This project was conducted by
researchers from the Centre for Addiction and Mental Health (CAMH). The survey,
completed in 2007, involved a random sample of 1,800 students from 23 high schools
in Ontario. A 75-minute-long questionnaire was first administered to the student
respondents at the beginning of grade 9. The same respondents were re-interviewed
two years later as they started grade 11. Most of the questions focused on issues of
sexual harassment (Wolfe and Chiodo 2008).

In the following sections, we provide basic estimates of youth violence that have been derived
from the nine studies outlined above. The objective of this exercise was to illustrate that various
forms of violence are quite common in the lives of young people. We should note, however, that
it is very difficult to compare the results of different studies. First of all, question wording varies
dramatically from study to study, making direct comparisons impossible. Secondly, different
studies employ different time frames in their analysis. For example, some studies ask about
exposure to violence over the past few months, while other studies ask about exposure over the
past year or over the course of a lifetime. Unfortunately, a common methodological benchmark
for studying youth violence in Ontario has not yet been developed.

Bullying

Bullying has been defined as a form of abuse at the hands of peers. As such, it can take many
forms: from threats, to physical assaults, to insults, to social exclusion (see Hunt 2007; Pepler et al
2006). As described by Craig, Pepler and Blais (2007), bullying represents a pattern of repeated
aggression in which there is a power differential. Children and youth who bully always have more
power than their victims. Their power might stem from greater physical size or strength or from
social advantage (higher socio-economic position, higher status in a peer group, knowledge of a
victim’s personal vulnerabilities, etc.) Research suggests that concern over bullying is warranted.
Children who engage in bullying, for example, are at risk of developing long-term problems with
aggression, anti-social behaviour and substance abuse. The victims of bullying, on the other hand,
are at risk of developing serious mental health problems including depression, anxiety and
somatic complaints (see Olweus 1993; Farrington 1993; Craig, Pepler and Blais 2007).
Unfortunately, there is also considerable evidence to suggest that bullying is quite widespread
among Canadian children and youth.

The 2001/2002 World Health Organization survey (HBSC), for example, asked youth

respondents how often they had been bullied at school “over the past couple of
months.” The survey also asked respondents how often they had taken part in the

Roots Review ¢ 41



Volume 4: Research Papers

bullying of another student(s) at school."! The results indicate that, out of 35 countries
included in the study, Canada had the ninth-highest rate of self-reported bullying
behaviour and the tenth-highest rate of bullying victimization (Craig and Harel 2004).

According to the HBSC results, approximately 40 per cent of Canadian students had
bullied someone at school over the past few months. Rates of self-reported bullying,
however, are significantly higher among males than among females. For example, 54 per
cent of 15-year-old Canadian males indicated that they had bullied someone at school
over the past few months, compared with only 32 per cent of 15-year-old females.

According to HBSC results, over a third of Canadian youth (36 per cent) had been
victims of bullying over the past few months. Although males were more likely to
report bullying someone at school than females were, gender differences in bullying
victimization did not reach statistical significance. For example, 39.6 per cent of 13-
year-old females reported being the victim of bullying at school over the past few
months, compared with 39.7 per cent of 13-year-old males (Craig and Harel 2004).

The 2006 International Youth Survey (IYS) also asked Toronto-area students (in
grades 7 through 9) if, over the past year, they had ever been “bullied at school (other
students humiliated you or made fun of you, hit or kicked you, or excluded you from
the group).” The results indicated that 21 per cent of the respondents to this survey had
been bullied at least once during the previous 12 months (see Savoie 2007).

The recent Toronto District School Board Student Census also found evidence of
widespread bullying in Toronto schools. For example, 41 per cent of middle-school
students (grades 7 and 8) and 31 per cent of high school students (grades 9 through 12)
reported that they were “sometimes” or “often” insulted or called names at school.
Similarly, 21 per cent of middle-school students and 16 per cent of high school students
indicated that they were sometimes or often excluded or shut out from group activities
(Yau and O’Reilly 2007).

According to the TDSB Census, 16 per cent of middle-school students and ten per cent
of high school students have sometimes/often been physically bullied by an individual
at school. In addition, ten per cent of middle-school students and seven per cent of high
school students have sometimes/often been physically bullied by a group or gang (Yau
and O’Reilly 2007).

Unfortunately, the way that the census data are reported by the Toronto District
School Board masks the true extent of bullying in Toronto area schools. Indeed, the
TDSB only reported the percentage of students who had “sometimes” or “often” been

" A definition of bullying was provided to respondents before they were asked the two questions about bullying. The
definition stated that: “We say that a student is being bullied when another student, or group of students, says or does
nasty and unpleasant things to him or her. It is bullying when a student is teased repeatedly in a way he or she doesn’t
like, or when (he or she is) deliberately left out of things. But it is not bullying when two students of about the same
strength quarrel or fight. It is also not bullying when the teasing is done in a friendly and playful way “* (Craig and Harel
2004: 133).
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bullied at school. They decided not to report the percentage of students who had
“rarely” been bullied. In our opinion, by combining those who had “rarely” been
bullied with those who had “never” been bullied, the TDSB effectively prevented the
identification of students who had been bullied at least once during their school career
(see Yau and O’Reilly 2007).

A 1997 survey of Canadians also revealed that six per cent of children admitted
bullying others more than once or twice over a six-week period and 15 per cent of
children reported they had been victimized by bullying behaviour at the same rate.
Research observations of children on school playgrounds and in classrooms confirms
that bullying occurs frequently: once every seven minutes in the playground and once
every 25 minutes in the classroom (see Craig and Pepler 1997).

Physical Threats

Survey research also indicates that physical threats — both with and without weapons — are
rather common behaviours among Canadian and Ontario youth. The following findings illustrate
this point:

The 2000 Toronto Youth Crime and Victimization Survey (TYCV) found that two-thirds
of Toronto high school students (67 per cent) had been physically threatened at sometime
in their lives. Over a third (39 per cent) had been physically threatened in the past year.
Homeless street youth, however, were much more likely to be threatened than high
school students were. Indeed, 85 per cent of the homeless youth surveyed reported that
they had been threatened at least once in their lives and 76 per cent reported that they
had been threatened in the past 12 months (Tanner and Wortley 2002).

It is interesting to note that the threat victimization figures produced by the TYCV are
almost identical to those produced by a 1998 victimization survey of Calgary high school
students. The Calgary survey found that 42 per cent of Calgary high school students had
been threatened in the past year, while the Toronto survey found that 39 per cent of
Toronto high schools reported physical threats (Paetsch and Bertrand 1999).

Surveys conducted by the School Community Advisory Panel produced remarkably
similar results. For example, 40 per cent of the survey respondents from Westview
Secondary and 39 per cent of the respondents from C.W. Jefferys Collegiate reported
that they had been physically threatened — at school — in the past two years. An
additional 31 per cent of Westview students and 29 per cent of Jefferys students
indicated that they had been threatened outside of school over the same time period
(see School Community Safety Advisory Panel 2008).

The TYCV survey also found that 28 per cent of Toronto high school students and
73 per cent of street youth had been threatened — with a weapon — at some time in
their lives. Furthermore, 15 per cent of high school students and 59 per cent of street
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youth reported being threatened by someone — with a weapon — in the past 12
months (Wortley and Tanner 2002).

Results from the Toronto District School Board Student Census (Yau and O’Reilly
2007) also suggest that physical threats are quite common among Ontario youth.
Indeed, according to the census results, 21 per cent of Toronto middle-school students
and 16 per cent of Toronto high school students are sometimes or often threatened
with physical harm while at school. Unfortunately, as discussed above, the TDSB does
not distinguish between those who are “rarely” or “never” threatened. This strategy
serves to mask the true extent of threatening behaviour in Toronto area schools.

Physical Assaults

Surveys attempt to measure the extent of physical assault in a given jurisdiction by asking two
types of questions: 1) how often the respondent has been assaulted (punched, kicked, slapped,
etc.) over a given time period; or 2) how often the respondent has hit someone else or has been in
a fight. Once again, survey results suggest that common assault and/or fighting are quite
widespread among Canadian youth. For example:

According to the 2000 Toronto Youth Crime and Victimization Survey (TYCV),

70 per cent of Toronto high school students have been physically assaulted (punched,
kicked, slapped, etc.) at some point in their lives and 39 per cent have been assaulted
within the past year. Assault victimization is even higher among street youth. This
particular survey, for example, found that 85 per cent of street youth had been
assaulted at some time in their lives and 69 per cent reported being assaulted in the past
year (see Tanner and Wortley 2002).

Although much less common than regular physical assault, the TYCV survey also
found that a significant proportion of high school students and street youth have, in
fact, been assaulted with a weapon. For example, 16 per cent of student respondents
and 59 per cent of street youth reported that someone had assaulted them with a
weapon at some time in their lives. By contrast, seven per cent of high school students
and 44 per cent of street youth had been assaulted with a weapon in the past 12 months
(Tanner and Wortley 2002).

The TYCV also asked respondents to self-report their own violent assaults. The results
suggest that 62 per cent of Toronto high school students have been in a fight at some
point in their lives and 30 per cent have been in a fight in the past year. One in five
students (20 per cent) reported that, at some point in their lives, they had actually
attacked someone with the intent to cause serious injury. One in ten students (ten per
cent) indicated they had tried to seriously hurt someone in the past year. Finally,
almost a third of all student respondents indicated that, at some point in their lives,
they had been in a group or gang fight (defined as a fight that pitted one group of
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people against another). Seventeen percent of students reported being in a group/gang
fight within the past year (Tanner and Wortley 2002).

As with other types of violence, the TYCV survey found that rates of self-reported
physical assault were much higher among street youth than among high school
students. For example, in the past year, 72 per cent of street youth reported that they
had been in a fight (compared with only 30 per cent of student respondents), 44 per
cent indicated that they had attacked someone with the intent to cause serious harm
(compared with only ten per cent of students) and 43 per cent had been involved in a
group or gang fight (compared with only 17 per cent of high school students).

The 2006 International Youth Survey (IYS) also recorded high rates of serious physical
assault among Toronto students in grades 7 through 9. For example, 22 per cent of the
male respondents to this survey indicated that they had been in “a group fight in a
public place” and three per cent had intentionally attacked someone so severely that
the victim needed to see a doctor (Savoie 2007).

Since 1983, the biannual Ontario Student Drug Use Survey (OSDUS) has consistently
found that between 15 per cent and 20 per cent of Ontario high school students
physically had assaulted another student over the previous 12 months. An additional
five to ten per cent reported that they had been involved in a “gang fight” over the past
year (see Paglia and Adlaf 2003).

Survey results produced by the School Community Safety Advisory Panel suggest that
rates of violent assault may be particularly high in disadvantaged neighbourhoods. For
example, the panel found that 39 per cent of Jefferys students and 38 per cent of
Westview students had been physically assaulted at school over the past two years.
Assault outside of the school environment was also quite common. Indeed, 32 per cent
of Jefferys students and 27 per cent of Westview students indicated they had been
assaulted outside of school at least once over the previous 24 months (School
Community Safety Advisory Panel 2008).

According to the School Community Safety Panel surveys, a significant proportion of
students in northwest Toronto have been assaulted with a weapon. For example, in the
past two years, 11 per cent of Westview students reported that they had been assaulted
with a weapon outside of school and ten per cent reported that they had been assaulted
with a weapon inside of school (School Community Safety Advisory Panel 2008).

A 2007 CAMH survey of 1,800 Ontario high school students (see Wolfe and Chiodo
2008) found that 32 per cent of males and 16 per cent of females had been physically
assaulted in the past three months. Similarly, 25 per cent of male students and 10 per
cent of female students reported that they had physically assaulted another person
during the past three months.

Finally, the 2001/2002 WHO HBSC survey found that fighting is quite common
among Canadian teens — especially males. Indeed, according to this survey, 51 per
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cent of Canadian 11-year-olds males had been in a fight in the past 12 months,
compared with 47 per cent of 13-year-old males and 44 per cent of 15-year-old males.
By contrast, only 27 per cent of 13-year-old females had been in a fight in the past year,
followed by 24 per cent of 11-year-old females and 22 per cent of 15-year-old females.
It should also be noted that while Canada has a comparatively high rate of bullying
(see discussion above), it actually reported the sixth-lowest rate of fighting among the
35 countries that took part in the study. The highest rate of fighting, by contrast, was
found in the Czech Republic, where 74 per cent of males reported fighting in the past
12 months (Craig and Harel 2004).

Robbery/Extortion

Although much less prevalent than bullying, threats, or physical assaults, research suggests
that a significant proportion of Ontario youth will experience robbery or extortion at some
point in their lives:

According to the 2000 Youth Crime and Victimization Survey (YCVS), 13 per cent of
Toronto high school students and 50 per cent of street youth had used force or the
threat of force to rob someone of their money or possessions. Eight percent of high
school students and 40 per cent of street youth reported that they had engaged in
robbery or extortion within the past 12 months. Consistent with other types of
violence, robbery/extortion is much more common among males than among females.
For example, 20 per cent of male high school students reported that they had engaged
in robbery or extortion at some point in their lives, compared with only six per cent of
female students (see Tanner and Wortley 2002).

Research also suggests that rates of robbery and extortion may be higher in
disadvantaged neighbourhoods. For example, the School Community Safety Advisory
Panel found that 23 per cent Westview students and 22 per cent of Jefferys students
had been robbed — at school — in the previous 24 months. An additional 20 per cent
of Westview students and 21 per cent of Jefferys students claimed that they had been
robbed — outside of school — in the past two years (School Community Safety
Advisory Panel 2008). By contrast, a survey of 1,000 Calgary high school students
found that only 15 per cent had been the victims of robbery or extortion in the past year
(see Paetsch and Bertrand 1999).

According to other research, rates of robbery/extortion seem to be much lower among
students in their early teens than among students in their late teens. For example,
according to the results of the International Youth Survey, only two per cent of
Toronto students in grades 7 through 9 had engaged in robbery within the past

12 months. However, five per cent of the respondents to this survey did indicate that
they themselves had been victims of robbery or extortion within the past year (see
Savoie 2007). According to this survey, the rates of robbery victimization are higher
among male students (seven per cent) than among female students (three per cent).
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Weapons Use

Over the past decade, the use of weapons among young people has become a major social issue in
Canada. The public is particularly concerned about an alleged increase in the use of firearms.
Survey results suggest that guns and other weapons are indeed used by a small but significant
population of young people in Canada. Research findings also suggest that the use of weapons
may be particularly high among youth from economically disadvantaged communities:

The School Safety Advisory Panel discovered that 23 per cent of Westview students
knew someone who had brought a gun to school in the past two years. In fact, six per
cent of the Westview students surveyed knew four or more people who had brought a
gun to school in the past two years (School Safety Advisory Panel 2008).

According the panel survey, 23 per cent of Westview students had seen a gun at school
in the past two years. Five per cent had seen a gun at school on four or more occasions.
Furthermore, 5.5 per cent of student respondents claimed that someone with a gun had
threatened them at school in the past two years and 2.9 per cent reported that someone
had actually pointed a gun at them on school property over the past 24 months.
Equally disturbing was the finding that 2.8 per cent of Westview students had been
shot at in the past two years (School Safety Advisory Panel 2008).

The panel survey also found that 20 student respondents (or 2.3 per cent of the final
sample) had taken a gun to school in the past two years. Six students claimed that they
had brought a gun to school on many occasions (School Safety Advisory Panel 2008).

The panel survey (School Safety Advisory Panel 2008) also found that Westview
students were more likely to be exposed to guns outside rather than inside the school.
Indeed, 42 per cent of all students reported that they had seen someone with a gun
outside of school in the past two years (compared with 22.5 per cent in school). One in
four respondents (18 per cent) claimed to have seen someone with a gun outside of
school on four or more occasions (compared with five per cent in school). In addition,
the panel survey found that nine per cent of Westview students had been threatened by
someone with a gun outside of school (compared with 5.5 per cent in school) and

5.3 per cent had a gun pointed at them outside of school (compared with 2.9 per cent in
school). Finally, 4.9 per cent of Westview students claimed that someone had shot at
them outside of school (compared with 2.8 per cent in school or on school property).

Fifty-two Westview students (6.0 per cent) claimed that they had carried a gun when
they were outside of school (compared with 20 students who had carried a gun in
school). In addition, 17 students (two per cent) claimed that they had carried a gun
many times outside of school (compared with only five students who had carried a gun
to school on many occasions).

The panel survey (School Safety Advisory Panel 2008) also found that exposure to
guns was highly concentrated among students who claimed membership in a gang.

Over all, 12 per cent of the sample (93 students) claimed that they “used to be involved
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in a gang” and 4.8 per cent of the sample (39 students) claimed current gang
membership. The relationship between guns and gangs can be illustrated by the fact
that 17 per cent of students who had never been involved in a gang knew someone who
had brought a gun to school, compared with 48.4 per cent of former gang members and
66.7 per cent of current gang members. Likewise, 17 per cent of students who had
never been involved in a gang had seen a gun at school in the past two years, compared
with 43 per cent of former gang members and 69 per cent of current gang members.
Only two per cent of students who had never been involved in a gang had been
threatened with a gun at school in the past two years, compared with 21 per cent of
former gang members and 31 per cent of current gang members. Finally, only one per
cent of students who had never been involved in a gang had had a gun pointed at them
at school in the past two years, compared with 11 per cent of former gang members
and 19 per cent of current gang members.

The panel survey (School Safety Advisory Panel 2008) also found that knives are much
more common than guns are among Toronto youth. Indeed, 50 per cent of the
Westview student respondents reported that they knew of at least one student who had
brought a knife to school in the past two years and 23 per cent reported that they knew
four or more students who had brought a knife to school in the past two years.
Likewise, 52 per cent of the Westview respondents claimed that they had seen a knife
at school over the past two years and 19 per cent claimed that they had seen a knife at
school on four or more occasions

Over all, nine per cent of Westview respondents claimed that they had been threatened
by someone with a knife — at school — over the past two years. In addition, 11 per
cent of respondents (91 respondents) had been threatened by someone with a knife
outside of school. One in 50 Westview respondents (two per cent) claimed that they
had been stabbed or cut at school by someone with a knife over the past two years and
four per cent claimed that they had been stabbed or cut by someone with a knife
outside of school property (School Safety Advisory Panel 2008).

Over all, 16 per cent of Westview respondents admitted that they had actually brought
a knife to school over the past two years and six per cent of respondents claimed that
they had brought a knife to school on many occasions. By contrast, 21 per cent of
Westview respondents claimed that they had carried a knife outside of school and nine
per cent claimed that they had carried a knife outside of school on many occasions
(School Safety Advisory Panel 2008).

A number of additional studies have documented similar levels of weapons exposure
among Canadian youth. For example, a 1999 national survey of Canadian youth (aged
12 to 15) found that three per cent of boys had carried a gun in the past 12 months and
ten per cent had carried a knife (Fitzgerald 2003).

The 2000 Toronto Youth Crime and Victimization Survey (TYCYV) found that 24 per

cent of high school students and 65 per cent of street youth had carried a weapon
(unspecified) at some point in their lives. One in seven high school students (15 per
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cent) and one out of every two street youth (54 per cent) reported that they had carried
a weapon during the previous 12 months (Tanner and Wortley 2002).

In Ontario, a 2003 survey of Ontario high school students (OSDUS) found that ten per
cent of respondents had carried a weapon (unspecified) on a regular basis (Paglia and
Adlaf 2003). Furthermore, for the first time, the 2005 OSDUS survey asked Ontario
students a question about gun-carrying. The results suggested that 2.2 per cent of
Ontario high school students had carried a gun with them in the past two years
(CAMH 2006). These figures are quite similar to the results of another Canadian
survey that found that 28 per cent of Calgary high school students had carried a
weapon to school — 16 per cent had carried a knife and three per cent had carried a
handgun (see Paetsch and Bertrand 1999).

The 2006 International Youth Survey found that ten per cent of Toronto students from
grades seven through nine had carried a weapon with them at some point in their lives.
The study also found that male students (15 per cent) were much more likely to report
carrying a weapon than female students were (five per cent).

Perhaps the most extensive study of guns/weapons use among Canadian youth was
conducted in 2003 (see the discussion of the DAVI project above). This study found
that 84 per cent of Toronto high school students knew at least a few students who had
carried some kind of a weapon to school and 28 per cent said they had friends who had
carried weapons. This study also found that 40 per cent of Toronto high school
students had carried a weapon with them outside of school and 15 per cent had carried
a weapon with them to school (Erickson and Butters 2003).

The DAVI project also found that 22 per cent of Toronto high school respondents knew of
someone who had brought a gun to school and one per cent stated that they themselves
had brought a gun to school over the past year. Finally, according to the results of this
survey, seven per cent of Toronto high school students have been threatened or attacked by
someone with a firearm and three per cent admitted that they themselves had threatened or
tried to hurt someone with a gun (Erickson and Butters 2003).

Sexual Assault and Harassment

In general, male youth are much more likely than female youth are to be both the victims and
perpetrators of violence. The exceptions are sexual assault and sexual harassment. Although the
vast majority of sex offenders continue to be male, the majority of victims are female. A number
of recent youth surveys confirm that that a relatively high proportion of Ontario females will
suffer from some form of sexual victimization at some point in their lives:

The 2000 Toronto Youth Crime and Victimization Survey (TYCV), for example,
found that 12 per cent of high school students and 40 per cent of street youth had been
sexually assaulted at some time in their lives. However, only one per cent of high

Roots Review ¢ 49



Volume 4: Research Papers

school students reported being sexually assaulted in the past 12 months, compared with
12 per cent of street youth. Similarly, this study found that 25 per cent of high school
students and 48 per cent of street youth had been victims of “unwanted sexual
touching” at some point in their lives. By contrast, only three per cent of students and
17 per cent of street youth had been victims of unwanted sexual touching in the past
year (Tanner and Wortley 2002).

The TYCV survey also found that rates of sexual victimization are much higher among
female students than among male students. For example, four out of every ten female
students (42 per cent) reported that they had been victims of unwanted sexual touching
at some point in their lives, compared with only nine per cent of male students.
Similarly, one out of every four female students (23 per cent) reported that they had
been the victim of unwanted sexual touching during the previous 12 months, compared
with only five per cent of male students (Tanner and Wortley 2002).

The TYCV survey also found that one out of every five female students (20 per cent)
had been sexually assaulted at some time in their lives, compared with only four per
cent of male students. Similarly, one out of every ten female students (ten per cent)
reported that they had been sexually assaulted in the past year, compared with only
three per cent of male students (Tanner and Wortley 2002).

The TYCV survey (Tanner and Wortley 2002) also found that sexual victimization is
much more common among street youth than among high school students. Indeed, the
majority of female street youth (72 per cent) reported that they had been sexually
assaulted at some point in their lives, compared with 26 per cent of male street youth.
Similarly, over half of female street youth (51 per cent) reported that they had been
sexually assaulted in the past year, compared with one out of every five male street
youth (19 per cent). It is important to note, however, that over the past year, male
street youth were more likely to report being sexually assaulted (19 per cent) than
female high school students were (10 per cent).

Surveys conducted by the School Community Safety Advisory Panel also found high
rates of sexual victimization among Toronto high school students. For example, 32 per
cent of Westview students indicated that they had been sexually harassed at school
over the past two years.'? The panel also found that 28 per cent of female students had
been victims of minor sexual assaults at school over the previous 24 months." Finally,
the panel survey found that 12 per cent of female students at Westview had
experienced a major sexual assault outside of school in the past two years and seven
per cent had experienced a major sexual assault on school property (School
Community Safety Advisory Panel 2008)."

12 Sexual harassment was defined as unwanted sexual comments or suggestions that upset the respondent.
5 Minor sexual assault was defined as unwanted sexual touching or groping.

™ Major sexual assault was defined as being forced into sexual activity against your will.
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A 2007 CAMH survey (Wolfe and Chiodo 2008) also found high levels of sexual
harassment among Ontario high school students. For example, almost half of the
female students in grade 9 (46 per cent) reported that, over the past three months,
someone had made unwanted sexual comments, gestures or jokes towards them. In
addition, 30 per cent of female grade 9 students claimed that they had been subjected
to unwanted sexual touching and 16 per cent claimed that someone had pulled at their
clothing in a sexual manner. Consistent with previous research, female students
reported much higher rates of sexual harassment than male students did.

Results from the National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth
(NLSCY)

In a recent article, Sprott and Doob (2008) examine data from the fourth cycle of the National
Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth (NLSCY). The data are weighted to produce a
representative sample of Canadian adolescents 12 to 17 years of age. The NLSCY is an important
study because it is the only self-report survey of Canadian youth that is conducted across Canada
and thus permits provincial comparisons. Cycle Four of the NLSCY asked respondents about
whether they had engaged in any of nine serious violent activities over the past 12 months: attack so
severe that the victim required medical attention; assault with a weapon; carrying a knife; carrying a
gun; carrying another weapon like a stick or a club; robbery; minor sexual assault (uninvited sexual
touching); major sexual assault (forced someone to have sex against their will); and arson.

The results of the NLSCY indicate that 19.5 per cent of Ontario youth (aged 12 to 17) had
engaged in at least one seriously violent behaviour in the past 12 months (Sprott and Doob
2008)." According to the NLSCY, Ontario’s self-reported rate of violent behaviour is only
slightly higher than the rate of serious violence reported by youth in Quebec (17.5 per cent),
Saskatchewan (18.5 per cent) and British Columbia (17.7 per cent). However, the survey did
find higher rates of violent offending in all other provinces, including those in the Atlantic
region (20.0 per cent), Alberta (22.5 per cent) and Manitoba (26.4 per cent). Interestingly,
provincial differences documented by the NLSCY are quite small. In fact, the provincial
differences documented by the NLSCY are much smaller than those produced by statistics on
the official processing of young offenders by province (see full discussion in Sprott and Doob
2008). Nonetheless, the results of this survey further illustrate that a significant proportion of
Canadian youth — including those who reside in Ontario — have recently engaged in
seriously violent behaviour.

B Unfortunately, the authors only released statistics with respect to a composite scale of violent behaviour. The NLSCY
has yet to release information on the percentage of youth who have engaged in specific types of violence (i.e., major sexual
assault, assault with a weapon, etc.)
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Reporting Violence to the Police

As discussed above, the rates of violent victimization documented by surveys are typically much
higher than the rates produced by official police statistics. This finding can be explained by the
fact that many violent incidents are never reported to the police. The 2004 General Social Survey
(GSS), for example, found that only 33 per cent of the violent incidents documented by the study
were actually reported to the police. The 2004 GSS also indicated that police reporting rates vary
dramatically by the type of crime. Indeed, 46 per cent of robbery victims and 39 per cent of assault
victims reported their experiences to the police, compared with only eight per cent of sexual
assault victims. Further analysis reveals that young people are particularly reluctant to report their
own victimization experiences to the police. For example, only 24 per cent of victims aged 15 to
24 years decided to report their victimization to the police (see Gannon and Mihorean 2005).

A number of other studies confirm that young people rarely report their violent victimization
experiences to the police:

The 2000 Toronto Youth Crime and Victimization Survey (TYCYV) found that less than
a third of violent victimization incidents (30 per cent) were reported to the police and
less than half (49 per cent) were reported to other adult authority figures (parents,
teachers, principals, etc.) Consistent with GSS results, the TYCV found that rates of
reporting to the police varied by type of incident. For example, 33 per cent of robberies
were reported to the police, followed by 22 per cent of sexual assaults, 21 per cent of
assaults with a weapon, 15 per cent of common assaults and only nine per cent of
threats (Tanner and Wortley 2002).

Surveys conducted by the School Community Safety Advisory Panel also found that
very few high school students report their violent victimization experiences to the
police. For example, only 17 per cent of Westview students reported their “worst”
victimization experience to the police. Further analysis of the panel data reveals that
not a single victim of sexual harassment reported their victimization to the police,
compared with eight per cent of those who were victims of physical threats, 14 per cent
of sexual assault victims, 15 per cent of those who were victims of gun-related crimes,
16 per cent of robbery victims and 21 per cent of those who were victims of physical
assaults. Clearly, the majority of young victims decide not to seek adult assistance with
respect to the violence they experience in their day-to-day lives (School Community
Safety Advisory Panel 2008).

The reasons youth decide not to report their victimization experiences to the police are
complex. Indeed, both the 2000 Toronto Youth Crime and Victimization Survey
(Tanner and Wortley 2000) and the 2007 surveys conducted by the School Community
Safety Advisory Panel (2008) found that young people gave, on average, four different
reasons for not reporting crimes to the police. Common reasons for not reporting
include: 1) fear of the offenders (a belief that the offenders or their friends will come
after them if they report); 2) a belief that the police cannot (or will not) protect victims
from offenders; 3) a genuine distrust or dislike of the police; 4) a desire not to be
labelled a snitch or a rat; 5) a desire not to upset parents; 6) a desire for personal
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revenge; 7) a desire to protect the offender (i.e., the victim does not want the offender
to get in trouble); 8) because the victim does not want to get into trouble with the police
or parents; 9) because the victim feels they he/she will not be taken seriously by the
police; and 10) because the victim feels that the incident was too trivial to report. Over
all, it appears that victims consider both the benefits and consequences of reporting to
the police. Unfortunately, many youth feel that reporting to the police will only make
their situations worse.
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Ontario at the Crossroads:

Disturbing Trends in Youth
Violence

The crime statistics presented above provide reason for optimism — as well as cause for concern.
There is no doubt that Ontario has its share of violent crime. We are not a violence-free society.
At the same time, however, official (UCR) crime statistics suggest that, by world standards,
Ontario is a relatively safe place to live. Indeed, Ontario’s official rate of violent crime is
significantly lower than the rates found in most other Canadian provinces. Similarly, the rates of
violent crime reported for Ontario’s major urban areas tend to be significantly lower than the rates
found in major American and European cities. There is also very little evidence to suggest that
violent crime in Ontario is increasing. Indeed, despite public opinion to the contrary, violent
crime in Ontario has actually decreased since the mid-1970s. Furthermore, Ontario’s overall rate
of violent crime — including homicide — has been relatively stable since the mid 1990s.

These optimistic figures, while somewhat comforting, should not cause complacency. As a
matter of fact, there are a number of disturbing trends with respect to youth violence in Ontario
that deserve special attention:

Although official statistics suggest that violent crime in Ontario is relatively low (at
least by world standards), surveys suggest that most young people in Ontario will suffer
from some kind of violent victimization (threats, assaults, bullying, robbery, sexual
assault, etc.) at some point in their lives (see discussion above). It is important to note
that most of these victimization experiences will never be reported to the police and
thus will never end up in official crime statistics.

Most violent victimization experiences involving youth go unreported to the police,
parents or other adult authority figures. Compared with older adults, youth have
always been less likely to report their victimization experiences to the police (see
Gannon and Mihorean 2005). However, there is growing evidence to suggest that
reporting rates among youth may be declining even further. For example, a 2000
survey of Toronto high school students (Tanner and Wortley 2002) found that 50 per
cent of crime victims reported their worst victimization experience to their parents or to
the police. By 2007, however, this rate of reporting had dropped to only ten per cent
(School Community Safety Advisory Panel 2008). Is it possible that the “stop
snitching” ethos is spreading among Ontario youth? These data on reporting rates
make it clear that many Ontario youth suffer from violent victimization in relative
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silence. These data also make it clear that official crime statistics seriously
underestimate the true extent of youth violence in Ontario.

Although the aggregate rate of violence in Ontario may be relatively stable, there is
increasing evidence to suggest that serious violence is becoming more and more
concentrated among young people. For example, between 1974 and 2003, Toronto
recorded 1,625 homicides. Further analysis reveals that, during the 1970s, the average
Toronto homicide victim was 37 years of age. Since 1998, however, the average age of
homicide victims in Toronto has dropped to 33 years. Similarly, during the 1970s, less
than a quarter of Toronto’s homicide victims were under 25 years of age. By contrast,
since 1998, over 40 per cent of Toronto’s homicide victims have been under 25 (see
Gartner and Thompson 2004). Consistent with this theme, Canadian UCR statistics
revealed that a record number of young offenders were charged with murder in 2006
(see Li 2007).

Data analysis also reveals that serious violence is becoming increasingly concentrated
among poor, minority males. To begin with, homicides involving female victims are
down significantly. Prior to 1990, for example, 36 per cent of all homicide victims in
Toronto were female. This figure dropped to only 27 per cent between 1990 and 2003.
Furthermore, although race-crime data are rarely made available in Ontario, the data
that have been released strongly suggest that minority males are particularly vulnerable
to violent crime. For example, Gartner and Thompson (2004) documented that,
between 1992 and 2003, the homicide rate for Toronto’s Black community (10.1 per
100,000) was almost five times greater than the average for the city (2.4 per 100,000).

In January 2008, the Toronto Star published the names and photographs of

113 homicide victims, murdered in 2007, from the Greater Toronto Area (including
Halton, Peel, Durham and York regions). An analysis of these names and photos
revealed that 44 of the murder victims were African-Canadian. Thus, while African-
Canadians represent only seven per cent of the GTA'’s total population (according to
the 2001 Census), in 2007 they represented almost 40 percent of the city’s homicide
victims. According to these figures, in 2007, African-Canadians in the Toronto region
had a homicide victimization rate of 14.2 per 100,000, compared with only 2.4 per
100,000 for the metropolitan area as a whole. These figures would be even higher if we
could isolate the numbers for young African-Canadian males. In sum, these statistics
suggest that while Ontario is becoming safer for most Ontario residents, it is becoming
increasingly dangerous for young people from particular racial backgrounds.

Additional analysis reveals that a disproportionate number of violent incidents take
place in socially disadvantaged communities and/or involve both victims and offenders
from these communities. It is clear, therefore, that the intersection of race with
economic and social deprivation may explain the overrepresentation of racial
minorities in violent crime.

The character of violence has also changed in the province over the past two decades,
particularly in the province’s largest cities. Two trends deserve special attention. First,
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serious violence is apparently becoming more public in nature. For example, in 1974,
only 50 per cent of Toronto’s homicides took place in public places (e.g., streets, parks,
restaurants, bars, nightclubs, parking lots, etc.), whereas since 1990, over 75 per cent of
all murders have occurred in public (Gartner and Thompson 2004).

There is also evidence to suggest that the use of guns has increased significantly within
Ontario’s urban areas. For example, during the 1970s, only 25 per cent of Toronto
homicides were committed with a gun. Since 2000, however, approximately 50 per cent
of all murders have been committed with a firearm (Gartner and Thompson 2004).

According to a recent report by Statistics Canada, in 2006, 25 per cent of all firearms-
related crime in Canada (including robbery and assault) took place in Toronto.
Toronto recorded the third-highest rate of firearms-related crime (40.4 per 100,000)
among Canadian cities, only slightly behind both Vancouver (45.3 per 100,000) and
Winnipeg (43.9 per 100,000). St. Catharines (28.3), Ottawa (25.5) and Sudbury (21.0)
are the only other Ontario cities with firearms-related crime rates over 20 per 100,000
(Statistics Canada 2008).

According to Statistics Canada, the use of firearms among young offenders (12 to

17 years of age) has also risen in three of the past four years. Indeed, according to the
latest figures, firearms-related offences among young offenders have increased by one-
third (32 per cent) since 2002 (Statistics Canada 2008).

A number of experts have also argued that serious youth gang activity has increased in
Ontario over the past decade (see Chettleburgh 2007). According to the 2002 Canadian
Police Survey on Youth Gangs, there were 7,071 active youth gang members in
Canada. The results of this survey also revealed that almost half of all youth gang
members (3,320) resided in Ontario. According to official police sources, most of
Ontario’s youth gang members are found in either Toronto (1,100 gang members) or
Brampton (960 gang members). Over all, these figures are consistent with the results of
the 2000 Toronto Youth Crime and Victimization Survey (Wortley and Tanner 2008),
which found that four per cent of Toronto high school students (and 15 per cent of
homeless street youth) were currently involved in a criminal gang.'® Interestingly, the
Canadian Centre for Justice Statistics found that gang involvement was more prevalent
in homicides involving youth (22 per cent) than it was in homicides involving adults
(nine per cent).

Whether gang activity is increasing in Ontario — or not — is very difficult to
determine because of a lack of systematic, long-term study. There are simply no
baseline data from which we can compare current estimates. However, the alleged
increase in youth gang activity is certainly consistent with a number of other
documented crime trends, including the concentration of youth violence among

16 Student were identified as criminal gang members if they: a) reported current membership in a gang; and 2) reported
that they engaged in criminal activity (drug dealing, fighting, theft, robbery, etc.) as part of this gang.
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disadvantaged minority males, increased use of firearms among young people and the
increasingly public nature of violent behaviour.

Fear of crime and violence is also increasing in Ontario. Contrary to official statistics,
many Ontario residents feel that the province is more violent than it was 10 or 20 years
ago. Some have attributed this misperception to dramatically increased media coverage
of criminal events (see discussion in Doob, Sprott and Webster 2008). Others have cited
the increasingly public nature of violence and an alleged increase in gun and gang-related
criminality. Whatever the explanation, it is clear that public perceptions about crime
need to be taken seriously. Fear of crime has been identified as an anxiety-provoking
mental health issue. Fear of crime can also cause people to withdraw from public life —
an adaptation that can hurt both the economy and the level of civic engagement. Fear of
crime can also serve to stereotype and isolate particular communities. Indeed, there is
growing evidence to suggest that fear of crime in Ontario is place-specific. For example,
while the majority of Ontario residents believe that the overall crime rate is increasing,
only a few feel that crime is increasing in their own neighbourhoods (see Gannon 2005).
A recent survey of Toronto teachers working in a high crime neighbourhood provides an
additional illustration. Although none of the teachers reported that they would feel
unsafe walking around their own neighborhoods at night, over 90 per cent reported that
they would feel unsafe or very unsafe walking in the neighbourhoods around their
schools (School Community Safety Advisory Panel 2008).

In summary, by both national and international standards, Ontario remains a relatively safe place to
live. Toronto, the province’s largest city, still has a remarkably low rate of violent crime — especially
when compared with other large American and European cities. However, as the data above suggest,
there is reason for concern. Fear of crime and violence is a growing problem in this province. There is
also evidence to suggest that official crime statistics may dramatically underestimate the true level of
violent victimization among young people. Finally, though overall crime rates have remained stable,
severe violence is apparently becoming more and more concentrated among socially disadvantaged
minority youth. Most disturbingly, recent data suggest that this general pattern of violence may
become more entrenched if current economic trends continue.

Through numerous community consultations and an extensive review of the academic literature,
we have come to the conclusion that the “roots of youth violence” are often found in poor,
socially deprived neighbourhoods. Deprived neighbourhoods often experience a series of
interrelated problems, including: family dysfunction (including high rates of teenage births and
single-mother households); high youth unemployment; low household incomes; youth alienation
and hopelessness; racism; poor levels of educational attainment; peer delinquency; mental health
issues; and poor physical health outcomes. These factors often contribute, directly or indirectly, to
increased rates of youth violence. Unfortunately, there is considerable evidence to suggest that
these types of neighbourhoods are actually becoming more and more prevalent within Ontario.
Take Toronto as a case in point. A series of reports commissioned by the United Way of Greater
Toronto (see United Way of Greater Toronto 2005) have documented the following trends:
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There has been a substantial increase in the extent of poverty in Toronto since the early
1980s. In fact, by 2001, one out of five Toronto families (20 per cent) was living in
poverty, compared with only 13 per cent in 1981.

Toronto’s poor families are also becoming more and more concentrated in
neighbourhoods where there is a high proportion of families living in poverty. For
example, in 1981, just 18 per cent of poor families lived in exclusively poor
communities. By 2001, this figure had risen to 43 per cent. In 1981, Toronto had only
30 high-poverty neighbourhoods. By contrast, there were 120 high-poverty
neighbourhoods in 2001 — a 300 per cent increase over a 20-year period.

There has also been a profound shift in the resident profile of high-poverty
neighbourhoods. Visible minority and immigrant families now make up the majority of
residents living in high-poverty communities.

These data should be viewed as disturbing. It appears, unfortunately, that the gap between the
rich and the poor, the haves and the have-nots, is widening. Ontario, it seems, is currently at risk
of developing the types of permanent underclass communities (often referred to as ghettos) that
have marked the history of urban development in the United States. The warning must be
sounded: if such deprived neighbourhoods become entrenched, it is very likely that much higher
rates of violent crime will follow. Clearly Ontario is at a crossroads. What changes will the next
20 years produce? Will Ontario — and Ontario’s cities — continue to be safe? Or are we headed
towards becoming a more economically divided, more violent society? The policy decisions we
make over the next five years may seal our fate.
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Executive Summary

1. When the terms ‘“‘youth crime?’ and “youth violence” are
employed, what measures are available that might be used to assess
these problems?

Official data (police and court data) are not good proxies for the amount of crime in society.
Changes in policy at the stage of police charging can have a large impact on crime “trends.” For
example, if there is a new policy in a police division to officially charge all youths and not divert
any from the system, we would see an “increase” in youths charged and in the number of youths
entering the youth court system. This clearly would not be an indication that youth crime is
“increasing” — it is due a change in policy. Likewise, the relatively substantial decreases in the
use of court seen in 2003 are not the result of crime decreasing, but rather the result of the
implementation the Youth Criminal Justice Act, which focused on dealing with minor offences
outside of court. Moreover, for various reasons having to do with apprehension rates and the
nature of youth crime, it also seems that youths are blamed for more crime than they actually do.
These findings suggest more generally that we have to be careful in assuming that police
apprehensions of youths, or arrests, or youth court processing, represent a good proxy for
offending more generally.

Instead of seeing these as problems, what often happens is that people naively use police arrest
data as an indicator of the amount of crime in society, or more commonly, to estimate changes in
the rate of youth crime. This is obviously problematic, because any change in police arrest data
might be due to factors other than a change in youths’ behaviour (e.g., a change in the reporting
behaviour of adults or a reflection of growing intolerance to certain behaviours).

Assuming one understands crime trends or the nature of crime because one reads the newspaper
or watches the news is also problematic. Crime reported in newspapers does not necessarily give a
reasonable picture of what is happening. More specifically, changes over time in what the
newspapers report do not necessarily reflect changes in crime. Crime and the coverage of crime
are driven by different forces.
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2. How does Ontario compare with other regions of Canada on the
various measures of youth crime/youth violence and youth court
processing?

Comparing self-reported delinquency across the provinces reveals relatively few differences.
However, there are rather striking differences when looking at police apprehensions or guilty
findings across provinces. Thus, one must be careful not to attribute changes in the behaviour of
adults (charging practices) to youth (crime). For example, while Manitoba had the highest rate of
self-reported violence and property offending, Saskatchewan had the highest rate of police
apprehensions (and the highest rates of using court and custody). Moreover, while Ontario and
Quebec had similar levels of self-reported violent offending and identical levels of self-reported
property offending, Ontario consistently had much higher rates of police apprehensions, use of
court and use of custody than Quebec. Ontario also appears more willing than other jurisdictions
to bring minor violence (minor assaults) into youth court and sentence these cases to custody.
However, across all of the four jurisdictions (the largest provinces — Quebec, Ontario, Alberta
and BC), and Canada as a whole, serious violence (homicide, robbery, sexual assaults and assault
level 3) was always a very small proportion of the youth court caseload, never accounting for
more than 8% of the caseload (found guilty) or the 15% of the cases sentenced to custody.

While the self-reported delinquency across provinces appears relatively similar, it would not be
too surprising to find some differences across jurisdictions (and, indeed, with more detailed
questions, differences across the provinces may well emerge). There is, for example, evidence that
policies that affect communities and families (e.g., concentrated disadvantage within communities
or discriminatory rhetoric and practices) can also affect the level of violence in a community. To
the extent that the Canadian provinces control policies that affect disadvantaged groups

(e.g., social assistance, housing, transportation, daycare, employment, etc.), they can affect the
level of violence in society by endorsing or discouraging various types of policies.

More generally, the level of violence in a society is not an “accident.” Factors that vary within a
large country and factors that affect portions of a country’s population also have an impact at the
national level. Countries that are likely to be low in violence tend to: value and provide healthy
environments for children; have stable and healthy communities; provide relative economic
equality; ensure violence within the state or by state agents is not tolerated; and have fair and just
criminal justice systems.

3. What are the relative impacts of criminal justice and
developmentall social variables on the rates of youth crime/
youth violence?

There is a considerable amount of evidence that certain early-intervention programs show
reductions, not only in offending, but in a range of risky behaviours. Graham (1998) provided
examples of interventions that have been found to reduce the likelihood of children becoming
seriously criminal gnd that can be cost effective (e.g., nurse home visitation programs; early school-

70 * Roots Review



Doob, Sprott and Webster

based programs that involve the family; parent training programs; and programs that combine
parent training and school programs). At the same time, there are programs that appear to be
unsuccessful (e.g., individual and peer group counselling; pharmacological interventions; corporal
punishment; suspension from school; information campaigns; moral appeals; fear arousal).

Other research has examined the costs of various programs aimed predominately at adolescents
who were already involved in the criminal justice system. For many programs that were
examined by Aos et al. (1998), there were criminal justice savings that were shown within a year
or two. For example, in a “program for first time minor offenders on diversion where youth
appear before a community accountability board shortly after committing an offence” (the
Thurston County FastTrack Diversion program), there is a 29% reduction in offending, with a
savings to the criminal justice system of about $2,700 per participant after one year. In large part,
this saving may come from the fact that its taxpayers’ costs are low ($136 per participant). Other
intensive programs funded solely with public money take longer to show criminal justice savings.
And there are some expensive and thoroughly evaluated programs that will never show any kind
of benefit when one looks at a measure like “felony reconvictions by age twenty-five.” Juvenile
boot camps are one notable example.

Typically, the issue of cost-effectiveness arises when one is thinking about implementing an early-
intervention program or some sort of diversionary program for youths who have already
offended. However, the “cost-effectiveness” of standard criminal justice approaches should also
be evaluated. Those who support “getting tough” on young offenders rarely think about the costs
of that which they advocate. Unfortunately, there has been little serious “cost-benefit” analysis of
youth justice policies. However, case studies investigated by Fass and Pi (1992) suggest that there
were no criminal justice savings obtained from harsher policies compared with alternatives.

4. Are the origins and meaning of more serious and persistent young
offenders different from less serious offending?

It is difficult to measure offending, and even more difficult to determine who the “high-rate” or
“persistent” offenders are. Equally plausible definitions will result in very different youths being
identified. These definitional issues must be kept in mind when reviewing the research on
“persistent” offenders.

Life-course-persistent antisocial behaviour is thought to originate early in life, when the difficult
behaviour of a high-risk young child is exacerbated by a high-risk social environment. As these
children get older, the domain of factors that can be “risks” expands beyond the family to
include a large part of their social world. In contrast, most adolescent-limited youths have had a
healthy childhood and, for the most part, outgrow their delinquent activities. In addition, even
though the backgrounds of the “life-course-persistent” and “adolescent-limited” offenders were
very different, their behaviour in mid-adolescence looked very similar. Hence, therapeutic
interventions based solely on adolescent behaviour are more likely than not to be focused on
children without problems.
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It would appear that the most efficient approach to “life-course-persistent” behavioural
problems for both boys and girls would be to focus on ways of minimizing risk occurring early
in life. In contrast, interventions for adolescent-limited antisocial youths might be more
effective if carried out during adolescence. Further, these therapeutic strategies should
acknowledge the broadly non-pathological backgrounds of these youths while also making
efforts not to “incur social costs” (Moffitt and Caspi 2001; p. 370) such as those resulting from
harsh treatment in the criminal system.

Unfortunately there are no simple diagnostic tools for assessing who might be a “life-course-
persistent” offender, or more generally, who might display psychopathy in adulthood. Assessing
psychopathy in youthful offenders is almost certain to result in ordinary adolescents being labelled
as psychopaths.

5. Whatis the relationship of police strength to youth crime? How
much of a change in the concentration of police needs to occur
before a change in crime will occur?

Clearly, the presence of police officers in a particular location at a particular time can affect
whether crimes will take place at that location. Whether the addition of police officers to a
community will have an additional impact on crime depends, it would seem, on exactly how they
are deployed. Our view, however, is that one has to consider current police strength and then
consider what the likely change would mean for a police service or police services across the
province were more funds put into policing. In other words, in Ontario, we are not talking about
going from impoverished police coverage of communities to some more adequate coverage. We
are going from a rate that has, generally, served us quite well to some other level. The question
then, is not whether “police stop crime,” but whether the level of additional police that is being
contemplated would have a big impact on crime. Finally, we think it worth while to note that the
variation in effects across communities of the impact of (additional) police strength on crime is
important: it suggests that whatever the overall impacts might be, one cannot assume that
additions to police departments will have any specific impacts on crime.

A few years ago, a policing scholar pointed out that to say that the police are not an important
force in preventing crime is not a criticism of police organizations. “[Police] need to be alert to the
dangers of concentrating single-mindedly on traditional approaches to crime reduction. Doing so
not only has inherent dangers, but it can also divert attention from other tasks and objectives of
policing” (Dixon, 2005; p. 19). One might suggest, therefore, that those responsible for policies
related to policing should examine carefully how police resources can best be allocated to
accomplish the various responsibilities allocated to the police. Such an approach might lead to a
different and more effective allocation of scarce resources.
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6. Whatis the impact of proactive or targeted police practices
(including crime sweeps, sting operations, and undercover
investigations) on youth crime?

The findings on police programs are, not surprisingly, mixed. Nevertheless, we believe that certain
relatively firm conclusions can be drawn. First of all, it is clear that there is no guarantee that a
police crackdown on a particular kind of crime will have a lasting favourable impact. Some
programs do appear to be capable of reducing crime. Others do not. We suspect that the difference
lies in two areas: how well (e.g., how consistently) were they implemented, and how were the effects
assessed. Narrow definitions of “success” (e.g., reductions at the place and time of the intervention)
are more likely to lead to favourable outcomes than definitions that involve broader and longer-term
measures of success. But one cannot assume that a police crackdown will have only positive effects.
Their impacts on neighbourhoods and on minor offenders may well be negative.

Z. Whatis the impact of specialized police units (e.g., guns and
gangs units, drug squads) on youth crime?

Specialized units within police departments, whether they are focusing on guns, gangs, drugs, or
pornography, should generally be seen simply as being specialized ways of accomplishing this
overall goal. The challenge that all of these procedures face is that they are not necessarily designed
to deal with the problem. The intelligent analysis provided by Klein and Maxon (2006) would
suggest that if gangs are the problem, we had best analyze the range of different approaches that
can be used to reduce the destructive behaviour of these gangs. Specialized police units that focus
on suppression alone are unlikely to provide a sufficient response.

8. What are the impacts on youth crime of changes in the roles of
police in schools?

School-based programs to deal with offending by youths can be of two sorts. First, they can be
programs that deal with the nature and quality of the school. Improving schools, or more
accurately, improving youths experience with schools, appears to be an effective approach to
dealing with crime. Providing contact with the police in the school may improve youths’ views of
the police. There was no convincing evidence that we could find to suggest that police-school
liaison programs reduced crime or gang involvement.

Roots Review * 73



Volume 4: Research Papers

9. What are the impacts of tough sentencing practices (e.g.,
mandatory minimum sentences for gun crime, “three-strikes-
you’re-out” policies) on youth crime?

Despite intuitive expectation, political appeal, and the seductive promise of quick fixes, harsh
sentencing practices such as mandatory minimum sentences or three-strikes legislation have not
been shown to be effective in reducing crime. Numerous reviews of the criminological literature
have repeatedly found no conclusive evidence that supports the hypothesis that harsher sanctions
reduce crime through the mechanism of general deterrence. Further, the studies that have found
support for the notion that tough sentencing practices deter crime are few in number and suffer
from serious methodological, statistical, or conceptual problems that render their findings
problematic. In contrast, the research that finds no support for the deterrent effect of harsher
sanctions has frequently been conducted in almost ideal research conditions, in which one would,
in fact, expect to find a reduction in crime through the mechanism of general deterrence in the
case that one existed. Further, the sheer number of these studies, the consistency of their findings
over time and space, and their use of multiple measures and methods to conduct the research
constitute compelling arguments to accept the conclusion that variation in sentence severity
(within the ranges that are plausible in Western democratic countries) does not cause variation in
crime rates.

Despite this pessimistic conclusion, it is important to note that it does not — in any way —
challenge the notion that the criminal justice system as a whole inhibits or deters most people
from committing crime. Indeed, we know that the mere criminalization of certain behaviour and
the knowledge that an array of sanctions is imposed with some regularity is sufficient to dissuade
most people from illicit activity. Rather, it simply questions whether legal sanctions can be used
above and beyond this overall effect to achieve additional crime reduction. Within this more
restricted context, it would be necessary to demonstrate that for those individuals who are not
inhibited by the general threat of the criminal justice system as it currently operates, the
introduction of specific changes in the severity of criminal laws would, in fact, discourage them
from criminal acts. Despite extensive testing, little empirical support has been found for this latter
supposition. In fact, this conclusion is consistent with the growing notion that politicians —
through the enactment of harsher legislation — are generally not well placed to reduce crime.
Indeed, despite the obvious appeal inherent in the notion that the problem of crime can be
resolved — at least in part — by a simple flick of the legislative pen, this strategy does not appear
to hold the key to the solution of crime.

In fact, our mistake seems to be in always thinking that crime can somehow be reduced — if only
we can figure out how — by the courts, in particular, or by the criminal justice system more
generally. Clearly, the criminal justice system plays a crucial role in maintaining a just and fair
society, particularly through the criminalization of certain behaviour and the imposition of
appropriate sanctions. Unfortunately, this system is simply not well placed to reduce crime,
particularly through tougher sentencing practices. Indeed, public safety needs to be
conceptualized within a much broader framework, involving a multitude of sectors. As a former
Canadian Minister appropriately noted, “crime prevention has as much to do with the Minister of
Finance, the Minister of Industry and the Minister of Human Resources, as it does with the
Minister of Justice” (cited in Webster, 2004; p. 120). Precisely by looking beyond the criminal
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justice system, Canada can begin to catch up with many other countries that have already begun
turning to other crime preventative initiatives to more effectively address crime. Indeed, North
America has lagged behind in this shift in primary policy emphasis from law enforcement to
crime prevention, continuing to focus on changes in criminal laws, enforcement techniques and
sentencing policy.

10. What are the impacts of the transfer of youths to the adult justice
system on youth crime?

The transfer of youths into adult court appears to be done more for political reasons than to
address actual problems with the administration of the law. And while transfers may well make
short term political sense, a careful examination of the data suggests that the increased use of
transfers by any mechanism — judicial decisions, legislative mandates, or prosecutorial decisions
— makes bad policy. Crime is not reduced and, in fact, there are reasons, given the lack of
rehabilitative programs in the adult system, to expect that wholesale transfers of youth will cause
an increase, rather than a decrease, in crime. The policy conclusions then, presuming that one is
interested in reducing crime, are clear: “Minimize the number of juvenile cases transferred to
[adult] court...” (Redding, 1999; p. 12). There are few, if any, benefits in terms of either short-
term or long-term safety that flow from sending youths into adult court.

11. What are the impacts of harsher correctional environments
(including “boot camp facilities”) on youth crime?

As in other areas, quick-fix fads like military-style boot camps for youth have not proven to be
effective in reducing recidivism rates. Specifically, boot camp graduates appear to do no better in
the community upon release than those released from traditional correctional facilities. In fact,
neither recidivism nor participation in constructive activities in the community (e.g., work and
school) on release appears to be affected by the boot camp experience. Rather, it seems that any
positive impacts of boot camps are related to the nature of the aftercare programs that are often
attached to boot camps, or simply to the correctional environment that it creates for youth. In
other words, lessons can still be learned from the operation of boot camps. Indeed, structured
intervention by accredited programs that use individual treatment plans and provide a wide array
of services that are able to target particular needs of each offender appear to offer the greatest
likelihood of impacting on youth crime. Further, institutions that are perceived by youth to be
safe, controlled, structured and active would seem to constitute minimum standards for any
incarcerated youth.
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12. What are the impacts of ‘“alternatives to incarcerations
programs” on youth crime?

As Petrosino, Turpin-Petrosino and Buehler (2003) remind us, crime fighters are constantly looking
for “quick, short-term and inexpensive cures to solve difficult social problems” (p. 43) such as crime.
In fact, this phenomenon has been referred to as the “Panacea Phenomenon” (p. 43). Unfortunately,
a review of the criminological literature will quickly show that “alternatives to incarceration”
programs are not “quick fixes.” In fact, effective interventions — whether custodial or non-custodial
in nature — reflect the complexities of the crimes that they are trying to reduce. Perhaps the most
important lesson from a review of the literature is that when considering the impact of a program,
the worst-case scenario is typically thought to be that an intervention has no effect on young people.
As such, many intuitively sensible programs run for years without being evaluated. The problem is
that they can harm as well as help. Indeed, programs that sound good do not ensure that they will
be “good” in practice. Said differently, we cannot automatically assume that interventions will have
beneficial effects, or at worst, will have no effects. As such, social interventions into the lives of
youths need to be assessed carefully and monitored regularly before they can be presumed to be safe,
let alone helpful.

Second, effective interventions with youth require the fulfillment of a number of criteria.
Specifically, programs need to target known problems facing youth and the specific type of
offender who is to benefit from a particular program needs to be identified. In addition, the
program needs to be properly and sufficiently implemented as well as professionally operated.
Similarly, it needs to have structure — with a clear agenda, adequate program design and focused
activities. Further, a “one-size-fits-all” model should be seen as nothing less than inappropriate
and misguided given the complexities of crime causation and the multiple interactions that occur
between various types of offenders, offences, individual and community-level factors, etc. As
such, the political challenge — it would seem — is not only to fund and continuously evaluate
“effective programs” as well as have the courage to stop funding programs simply because they
“look good.” Rather, it is also to provide the overarching framework to conceptualize crime
prevention/reduction on a much broader scale in which individual programs can contribute in a
concerted, multi-dimensional effort.

13. How are “communities” (broadly defined) important in
understanding the nature and extent of (youth) crime?

Rather than focusing solely on characteristics of individuals, or criminal justice policies, those
who are interested — perhaps especially in cities — in doing something about crime might
consider what can be done to create communities that are associated with low crime rates. In
general, those communities that are low in crime are those with low levels of inequality (financial
and racial) and, in various ways, are supportive of its poorest citizens. Supportive communities
can, to some extent, help individuals who are at risk to reoffend overcome those deficits. From a
policy perspective, the work on communities is particularly important because many of the
characteristics of healthy, low-crime neighbourhoods are under direct policy control.
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14. Is fair treatment by criminal justice agents (e.g., the police)
relevant in terms of understanding why certain people (or groups of
people) are likely to commit offences?

It is hard to argue against the proposition that there is social value in having people hold their
criminal justice system in high regard. Those who have contact with the criminal justice system as
suspects or as accused people would appear to evaluate the system by the manner in which they are
treated more than the actual outcome. Said differently, if people are treated fairly, they see the
system as being fair regardless of the outcome. A few inappropriate negative words may be enough
to lead to a negative evaluation. In addition, one of the reasons that we all should have concern
about fair treatment is that, for certain groups of people, it has been shown that when people have
respect for their criminal justice system, they are more likely to be law-abiding citizens.

15. Why does the public want harsh criminal justice laws and policies?

When trying to determine the meaning of public opinion polls that consistently show that
Canadians think that sentences are too lenient, it would seem important to consider a number of
factors. First, the findings may not, in fact, be an accurate representation of the views of the
respondents. Indeed, the methodologies used in these types of surveys tend to produce superficial,
incomplete, uniformed and, in some cases, misrepresented information. Second, a desire for harsh
punishment does not necessarily signify that respondents do not also support more rehabilitative
approaches. In fact, endorsement of these two criminal justice strategies may coexist within
individuals. In other words, there would appear to be openness to alternative approaches, even
within more conservative groups. As Turner, Cullen, Sundt and Applegate (1997) remind us, it is
not surprising — given the results of most public opinion polls — that “virtually every elected
official has jumped aboard the ‘get tough’ bandwagon and is wary of supporting policies that
appear to treat offenders leniently” (p. 7). Recognition (and divulgation) of the limitations of this
type of poll may be particularly important in curbing the current political and media support of
increased punitiveness.

Third, the impact of people’s views of crime causation on punitive attitudes toward crime and
criminals would suggest that politicians (as well as others who speak publicly about crime policy)
may affect the level of punitiveness in a society not only as a result of their statements about
punishments, but by the way in which they conceptualize the causes of crime. Finally,
punitiveness would appear to be linked not only to one’s views about crime and to fear, but also
to broader social values such as judgments about the cohesiveness of society and views of the
family. Indeed, perceptions that their communities (or country more generally) have deteriorated
morally may create a need to reassert social values and to re-establish the obligation to obey the
law. As such, broader social interventions that address these wider problems may constitute a
more effective (albeit a more long-term) approach to crime reduction.
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16. Is there likely to be public support for criminal justice policies
that support prevention and rehabilitation approaches (rather than
simply punitive approaches)?

It would seem that the time is ripe for more rehabilitative or preventive approaches to crime and
criminals. On the one hand, crime rates have been falling for more than a decade and budgetary
cuts are becoming more widespread. In addition, more repressive strategies are being shown as
ineffective and are consequently being reduced or reversed in many places. On the other hand, the
general public would appear to be supportive of more moderate approaches — particularly for
youth. Further, preventive programs have been shown to be effective not only in reducing
criminal activity, but also in bringing wider social benefits.

The challenge — it would seem — resides in creating responses that are both effective and
affective; that is, that can offer a combination of meaningful and sensible consequences. In this
light, community-based sanctions need to developed, applied and promoted in such a way as to
ensure not only (cost-effective) control/safety, but also the sense that offenders are being held
responsible for their crimes. Indeed, “[sJuccessful penal reform must take account of the emotions
people feel in the face of wrongdoing” (Freiberg, 2000; p. 275).

More broadly, “[t]he key to countering the myths of law and order must lie in the ability of
programs to help overcome the sense of helplessness and insecurity that crime engenders. They
must overcome the ‘compassion fatigue’, the feeling that ‘it is all too much’, the sense that there
are no definitive answers to complex social problems” (Freiberg, 2000; p. 274). While the
criminal justice system needs to recognize its inherent limitations in “fixing society,” certain
approaches (e.g., restorative justice models) appear to have been able to capture the public
imagination, in part because they “appeal to the creation of social bonds... Their appeal can...
best be explained as expressions of social values, sensibility and morality rather than whether
these techniques ‘work’ or not in reducing disputes or levels of crime” (Freiberg, 2000; p. 273).
Similar approaches (e.g., early intervention programs) — with the same focus on integration,
solidarity and cooperation that de-legitimizes crass utilitarian individualism — may have an
intuitive appeal by being more consistent with our visions of what a good society entails.
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Introduction

In this paper, we have been asked to explore a number of topics related to the impact of the
criminal justice system on youth crime. In many instances, we were not able to find studies of
high quality that related specifically to “youth crime,” but we were able to find studies that dealt
with the problem of the impact of the justice system on crime more generally.

We decided, as an organizing principle, to break down the questions we thought would be useful
to answer into sixteen separate questions.! We do not pretend to have covered all of the research
literature on each of these topics. What we have done, instead, is to try to give the reader a
conclusion that the three of us, as criminologists, believe is a reasonable answer to the question
and that describes the inference that is most plausibly drawn from the available data. In many
instances, there are studies that come to somewhat different conclusions. Some of these different
findings can easily be reconciled with our conclusions when one looks at the relative quality of the
studies or when one realizes that certain variables are not controlled for, artifacts are not
eliminated, or other problems have not been addressed. In other instances, we do not have simple
methodological explanations.

Nevertheless, in an uncertain world, one often has to make definite judgments. That is what we
were asked to do in this summary of what is known.

‘We benefitted enormously, and drew extensively from, an information service — Criminological
Highlights — that the three of us have been involved with since 1997. With financial support from the
Department of Justice, Canada, we have been scanning what is now a list of over 100 academic
journals in criminology and related fields, as well as all of the new books received by the Library of the
Centre of Criminology. A group of about a dozen faculty and doctoral students at the Centre of
Criminology choose eight of these papers for each issue of Criminological Highlights and one-page
summaries of these papers are written. In order for a paper to be chosen, it must be seen as being
methodologically sound as well as being relevant for policy-makers. Hence the papers that have been
summarized in Criminological Highlights and that, in turn, are summarized here, have already been
through a very rigorous selection process. Not only have these papers largely been published in
refereed journals, but they have also been considered and discussed carefully by the group that puts
together this information service. In many cases, therefore, we have used portions of the actual
summaries that were produced for Criminological Highlights, in part because these summaries have been
checked by most of the Criminological Highlights group.

! We have largely treated each question as an independent topic. Hence the discussion of each question is more or less
independent of all other questions. This was done purposefully to make it easier for readers to access any topic without
having to read the entire report.
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1. When the terms “youth crime?’ and

“youth violence?” are employed, what measures
are available that might be used to assess

these problems?

Measuring youth crime is a non-trivial problem. There are issues with both self-report
(offending or victimization) measures and with “official” measures of crime (e.g., police
arrest data and court data).

Self-report measures

For certain offences, studies of youth “self reports” can be used as estimates of youth crime. An
important thing to keep in mind whenever one talks about self-report data, however, is that studies
differ dramatically in the specificity of questions that are asked. Doob and Cesaroni (2004) note that:

if a youth is asked whether he or she damaged anyone’s property, a certain portion will
admit to damaging property. If, on the other hand, they are asked a set of specific questions
about property damage (e.g. broken windows, scratched or otherwise damaged cars, broken
limbs off trees, written graffiti on public or private property) a high number of incidents will
be reported. (p. 61)

Many self-report studies, however, reveal that it is quite common for youths to do things that, if
officially recognized, would be called “criminal.” Most recently, a self-report study conducted in
selected Toronto District School Board schools revealed that 37% of the sampled youths in grades
seven through nine admitted to engaging in one or more delinquent behaviours in their lifetime
(Savoie, 2007). All available self-report data indicate that a majority of adolescents will, at some
point, engage in some minor offending. Unfortunately, we do not have good measures (or,
obviously, good measures across time) from the youths themselves on rates of offending
(provincially or nationally). Thus, is it not possible to examine trends using self-report data.

For high-volume offences, Statistics Canada carries out, every five to six years, a
victimization survey of (now) about 25 thousand respondents. Although people sometimes, in
these surveys, are able to estimate the age of the offenders who victimized them, often this
information is not known. More generally, however, people have to perceive something as an
offence in order to report it. In some cases this may be obvious, but in others it may not be.
If, for example, one comes home and notices some plant pots have been broken, it could be
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perceived as an accident, as the result of weather, or as an act of vandalism by the
neighbourhood kids. Sometimes perception is everything.

Official measures

Official measures of youth crime (e.g., arrests or court data) also cannot provide an adequate
description of the extent of these events.

“For example, in order for an event to be recorded as an arrest we first need an incident
(e.g., a fight) to occur that involves a youth age 12 or older. Someone must next notice the
incident and see it as an ‘offence.” The fact that an ‘offence’ has taken place does not
necessarily mean that it will be reported to anyone. A youth might start a fight with another
youth; however, this fight will never be recorded as an ‘assault’ if the fight ends and nobody
does anything about it. Similarly, if a youth were to steal something from a store and not be
caught, this ‘theft’ will not be recorded. It goes without saying, then, that an incident
cannot become a crime unless someone decides that the police should get involved. If the
incident were to be reported to the police, the police must make a decision: Is the incident a
crime, and is there any value in officially recording it as such? Many rather insignificant
offences, like a fight, minor vandalism, or a minor theft, may be dealt with completely
informally and not recorded.

Depending on the type of crime (e.g., theft, vandalism, etc.), the next step would be to
identify the suspect. In many cases the police are unable to find a suspect. Victimization
data suggest that only about 54 percent of break-ins to houses are reported to the police in
Canada (Gannon and Mihorean, 2005). Police statistics (Canadian Centre for Justice
Statistics, 2003) suggest that only about 12 percent of these are ‘cleared’ by the police (i.e.,
that a suspect is identified and a person is either charged or a decision is made not to charge
the offender). Taking these two figures together, it would seem that of the household
burglaries identified by victims, only about 7 percent end up with a suspect being identified
by the police. Furthermore, it is well known that the police screen out many cases. Thus,
there are many youths who may be identified by the police but not officially charged for a
variety of reasons (e.g., too minor an offence, etc.)” (Sprott and Doob, 2004; pp. 115-116).

“Following the decision to charge a young person, the case will typically go on to youth court.
However, depending on the jurisdiction, at this stage the case may be screened out of the system
and instead go into Extrajudicial Sanctions. Cases referred to some sort of extrajudicial sanctions
program may or may not remain in our youth court statistics. If the youth successfully completes
the program there is no finding of guilt. If, however, the case stays in youth court, the youth may
or may not be found guilty. In addition, depending on the types of charges against the youth, the
“guilty” finding may or may not be for the most serious offence the youth had been charged with
as the case entered youth court.” (Sprott and Doob, 2004; p. 116)
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Other problems with drawing inferences from arrest data

Clearly, then, one could argue that arrest and court data are more measures of the policy decisions
of adults than of the offending behaviour of young people. Moreover, for various reasons having to
do with apprehension rates and the nature of youth crime, it also seems that youths are blamed for
more crime than they actually do. For example, in the US, when the 1997 FBI statistics were
released, the fact that 30% of those arrested for robbery were juveniles was interpreted as meaning
that 30% of the robberies were committed by juveniles. This ignores the fact that fewer than 20% of
robberies are “cleared,” and, therefore, in most robberies there are no arrests. Snyder (1999)
demonstrated that inferences about who commits crime based on who is arrested for it are likely to
be wrong. There are reasons to believe that juveniles are more likely to be caught than adults: they
are less experienced and they are more likely than adults to commit offences in groups. Law
enforcement personnel may also be more motivated to locate and arrest juveniles.

Snyder’s (1999) study examined robbery data from seven American states, and used “incident
based” data where victims’ perceptions of the age of the offenders were recorded. Compared with
incidents apparently involving adult offenders, those involving juvenile offenders were:

more likely committed by more than one offender,

more likely to take place outside rather than inside a building,
less likely to use a weapon such as a gun, club, or knife,

less likely to have an adult victim, and

more likely to result in the offender being arrested.

A more sophisticated analysis showed that “controlling for other incident characteristics, these
data find that juvenile robbery offenders are 32% more likely to be arrested than are adult robbery
offenders” (Snyder, 1999; p. 157). In addition, the presence of a weapon increased a juvenile
robber’s probability of arrest, but not that of an adult. “This is consistent with the national
concern surrounding kids and guns.... [However] the relative seriousness of the offence is less of
an issue when handling juvenile offenders. If these biases reflect the attitudes of the public at
large, not only are juveniles more likely than adults to be arrested for similar crimes, but juvenile
crimes may be reported to law enforcement [agencies] at a higher rate. This would add to the
distortion of the juvenile crime component of crime that flows from law enforcement data” (p.
160). More generally, Snyder’s (1999) study demonstrates how cautious one has to be in
interpreting reports of crime or arrests as they are contained in official records.

Overall then, the police picture of “crime generally” (let alone the proportion that is committed by
youths) is incomplete. Instead of seeing these as problems, what often happens is that people
naively use police arrest data as an indicator of the amount of crime in society, or more
commonly, to estimate changes in the rate of youth crime. This is obviously problematic, because
any change in police arrest data might be due to factors other than a change in youths’ behaviour
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(e.g., a change in the reporting behaviour of adults or a reflection of growing intolerance to
certain behaviours).

Sprott and Doob (2008) have been working on the various pictures of youth crime that come from
different measures. These data show much more variability (across provinces, in this case) in
“police recorded crime by youths” than in “actual” self-reported offending by youths (these
findings are discussed in more detail in Question 2). These findings suggest, more generally, that
we have to be careful in assuming that police apprehensions of youths represent a good proxy for
offending more generally.

The role of press coverage

One also cannot assume to have accurate knowledge of crime trends by reading the paper or
watching the news. For example, in other countries, it has been shown that press coverage of
teenage gangs and estimates of juvenile offending are fairly unconnected. For example, the period
from 1987 to 1996 was, for many parts of the US, a period when juvenile arrests went up
considerably. However, in Hawaii, the increase was modest and, when status offences were
excluded, there was, in fact, a decrease in juvenile crime. Perrone and Chesney-Lind (1997)
examined newspaper coverage of juvenile delinquency and juvenile gangs during this ten-year
period. There was evidence of an explosion of coverage of these topics. In the second five years of
the period studied (1992-6), there were almost twice as many stories about gangs as there were in
the first period (1987-91) and over seven times as many stories focusing on juvenile delinquency.
However, juvenile arrests (other than for status offences) were not increasing during this time, and
survey data (of young people) suggest that gang membership was not increasing. Not surprisingly,
a state-wide survey in 1997 showed that most people (92%) thought that juvenile arrests had
increased in the previous few years. Most of these people thought that the increase was large.

Crime in newspapers, then, does not necessarily give a reasonable picture of what is happening.
More specifically, changes over time in what the newspapers report do not necessarily reflect
changes in crime. Crime and the coverage of crime appear to be driven by different forces.
McCorkle and Miethe (1998) investigated how a moral panic over gangs occurred in Las Vegas,
Nevada in the late 1980s. They found that before the mid-1980s in Las Vegas, Nevada, there was
no gang problem. In 1985, however, two police officers were assigned to gather evidence on
gangs. These officers announced in 1986 that there were 4,000 gang members in the city involved
in crime. Media coverage of gangs skyrocketed from fewer than twenty-five stories about gangs
per year from 1983—7 to approximately 140—170 per year in 1988-91. A poll in 1989 showed that
most residents (89%) thought that gang problems were worsening. Police sweeps were authorized
and patrols (often by undercover police) of schools began. New statutes were introduced;
consideration was given to banning gang membership; and penalties for “gang-benefiting” crimes
were increased. By 1992, the police began to declare a victory over the gangs and, as laws were
passed that gave police additional powers and large increases in police budgets were approved,
the gang “problem” disappeared from public view.
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Police data suggested that during this period police recorded charges against those identified by the
police as being gang members increased from about 3% to 7% of those charged, but most of the
increase occurred late in the period — around 1992 or so. However, even prosecutors were not
comfortable with the labelling of gang members, suggesting that the statistics of gang membership
might be vastly exaggerated.

McCorkle and Miethe (1998) argued that such “moral panics” do not occur spontaneously and
suggested looking at the group that appeared to benefit the most from the view that “gangs were
out of control”: the police. Stories of gangs came, not surprisingly, at a time when there was a
budget crunch and when the legitimacy and fairness of the police were being questioned (because
of allegations of brutality). Police spoke of the growing threat from gangs, the “fact” that the
police were “out-gunned” by the gang members, and the need for new resources and new
legislation. The police presented a “four-year plan” for increased resources to combat gangs. In
the end, the panic disappeared: newspaper articles about gangs dropped off dramatically by 1994.
But the police got their resources and their laws, and attention was diverted from ongoing police
scandals. But throughout the whole panic period, even using the police department’s own
statistics, gang activity, if it increased at all, never accounted for more than 5-7% of crimes.

Conclusions

Official data (police and court data) are not good proxies for the amount of crime in society.
Changes in policy at the stage of police charging can have a large impact on crime “trends.” For
example, if there is a new policy in a police division to officially charge all youths and not divert
any from the system, we would see an “increase” in youths charged and in the number of youths
entering the youth court system. This clearly would not be an indication that youth crime is
“increasing” — it is due a change in policy. Likewise, the relatively substantial decreases in the
use of court seen in 2003 are not the result of crime decreasing, but rather the result of the
implementation the Youth Criminal Justice Act, which focused on dealing with minor offences
outside of court. Moreover, for various reasons having to do with apprehension rates and the
nature of youth crime, it also seems that youths are blamed for more crime than they actually do.
These findings suggest more generally that we have to be careful in assuming that police
apprehensions of youths, or arrests, or youth court processing, represent a good proxy for
offending more generally.

Instead of seeing these as problems, what often happens is that people naively use police arrest
data as an indicator of the amount of crime in society, or more commonly, to estimate changes in
the rate of youth crime. This is obviously problematic, because any change in police arrest data
might be due to factors other than a change in youths’ behaviour (e.g., a change in the reporting
behaviour of adults or a reflection of growing intolerance to certain behaviours).

Assuming one understands crime trends or the nature of crime because one reads the newspaper

or watches the news is also problematic. Crime reported in newspapers does not necessarily give a
reasonable picture of what is happening. More specifically, changes over time in what the
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newspapers report do not necessarily reflect changes in crime. Crime and the coverage of crime
are driven by different forces.

References

Canadian Centre for Justice Statistics. (2004). Canadian Crime Statistics, 2003. Ottawa, Ontario:
Statistics Canada. Catalogue Number XE85-205-XIE.

Gannon, M., and Karen Mihorean. (2005). Criminal Victimization in Canada, 2004. Juristat,
25(7), 1-217.

McCorkle, Richard C. and Terance D. Miethe. (1998). The political and organizational response to
gangs: An examination of a “moral panic” in Nevada. Justice Quarterly, 15(1), 41-64.

Perrone, Paul A. and Meda Chesney-Lind. (1998). Representations of gangs and delinquency: Wild in
the streets? Social Justice, Volume 24 (4).

Savoie, J. (2007). Self-reported delinquency, Toronto 2006. Juristat, 27(6), 1-19.

Snyder, Howard. (1999). The overrepresentation of juvenile crime proportions in robbery clearance
statistics. Journal of Quantitative Criminology, 15, 151-161.

Sprott, J.B. and Antony N. Doob. (2004). “Trends in Youth Crime in Canada” (Chapter 6). In
Understanding Youth Justice in Canada. Kathryn Campbell (Ed). Pearson Education Publishers.

Sprott, J.B. and Anthony N. Doob. (2008). Research Note: Youth Crime Rates and the Youth Justice
System. Under Review.

86 * Roots Review



2. How does Ontario compare with other regions of
Canada on the various measures of youth
crime/youth violence and youth court processing?

As discussed in Question 1, there are complexities around any data used to assess the level of crime or
violence in society. Official measures like police and court data are not good proxies for the amount of
crime in society because they can be influenced by policy decisions, which can obviously vary across
jurisdictions. For example, Carrington (1999) investigated trends in police charging of youths from
1977 to 1996, in particular looking to see if there was any basis for the widely held perception that the
Young Offenders Act (YOA) caused an increase in youth crime. He found that the “per capita rate of
youth apprehended by police increased rapidly during the late 1970s.... From 1980 to 1988, youth
crime remained at about the same level, then it rose to a peak in 1991, and fell back almost to its
former level by 1996” (p. 13). This overall increase from the 1970s to the 1990s could not, therefore, be
attributed to the YOA, since most of the increase took place either before the YOA was implemented
or some years after.

Looking at the data on a province-to-province basis, Carrington (1999) found that the apprehension of
youth showed a “jump” after 1985 in New Brunswick, Saskatchewan and British Columbia. However,
there were drops in rates in Quebec and Ontario, and no evidence of change in the other five provinces
and two territories. Rates at which youth were charged were, however, quite a different matter. Across
Canada, there was “a jump in charging in 1986 that did not occur in apprehensions of young persons”
(p. 18). The result was that there was a 27% higher charge rate in 1986-96 as compared with 1980-83,
as compared with a 7% increase in apprehension rate. In other words, the police exercised their
discretion differently under the YOA from the way they had under the JDA: they charged a higher
proportion of those youth who were apprehended. Quebec was the only province that showed a
decrease in charge rates. What happened in the other provinces is that the YOA clearly changed police
charging practice — though the extent of the change varied across jurisdictions. These findings remind
us that we should be careful not to attribute changes in the behaviour of adults (charging practices) to
youth (crime).

More recently, Sprott and Doob (2008) compared differences in self-reported delinquency across
provinces to the differences in police and court data. Generally, the level of self-report offending was
quite similar across jurisdictions. When looking at selected violent offences, anywhere from 18%
(Quebec) to 26% (Manitoba) of youths reported committing assaults, sex assaults (all levels), robbery,
possession of weapons (dangerous) or arson in 2004. Ontario was between those two extremes, with
20% of youths reporting engaging in at least one of those offences in 2004. The rate of police
apprehension for those same selected violent offences ranged from a low of forty-nine per 10,000 in
Quebec to a high of 150 per 10,000 in Saskatchewan. Ontario was between those two extremes at
seventy-four per 10,000. The difference between Ontario’s apprehension rate (seventy-four per 10,000)
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and Quebec’s (forty-nine per 10,000) should be especially noted because there was almost no
difference in youths’ self-reported violent offending between those two provinces (18% in Quebec and
20% in Ontario). Similar trends were found when looking at selected property offences. Over all, then,
there is considerably more provincial variation in police apprehensions than there is in self-reported
offending. This once again illustrates that official data are not good proxies for the amount of crime in
society. It is a jurisdictional decision to rely more or less heavily on official responses to youth crime,
and thus it appears that the rate at which the youth justice system in a province or region is used has
relatively little to do with the rate of underlying problematic behaviour by youth.

Court trends.

Given that the level of self-reported delinquency is relatively similar across the provinces, the next
question is how much Ontario, compared with other jurisdictions, decides to use the youth justice
system in order to respond to offending. The following are trends, from 1993 to 2004 in the rate of
finding cases guilty (Figure 1) and sentencing cases to custody (Figure 2) for Canada and the four
largest provinces (Quebec, Ontario, Alberta and BC). The YCJA was implemented in 2003, and thus
one notices a relatively large one-year decrease from 2002 to 2003 (in both the rate of guilty findings
and sentencing to custody) because of the new legislation.

Alberta has the highest rate of finding cases guilty (Figure 1), followed by Ontario (both of which are
higher than the overall rate for all of Canada). BC and Quebec have the lowest rate of finding cases
guilty. When looking at sentencing cases to custody (Figure 2), Ontario has the highest rate, followed
by Alberta, BC and Quebec.
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Rate (per 1,000 youths) of youth court cases sentenced to custody
12.0
————— Canada
—i— Quebec
10.0 ——a— Ontario
— Alberta
- —e—BC
=}
o
B
~
-
o~
-
o
o
o
-
b}
o
@
©
o
0.0
1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003
Figure 2

While one may think that Ontario has a relatively high use of court and custody compared with
the other jurisdictions because it has higher rates of serious violence, this appears not to be the
case. First, Ontario had similar levels of self-reported violence compared with other jurisdictions.
Second, looking at the cases in court and custody, one notices differences among the provinces in
what they choose to bring into youth court and sentence to custody. Table 1a shows the
breakdown of cases in youth court that have been found guilty. Quebec and Ontario have similar
proportions of violence (about a third of the cases); however, Ontario tends to bring in more
minor assaults than Quebec. Table 1b shows the breakdown of violence cases (found guilty). Of
all violence cases found guilty in youth court, 48.5% are minor assaults in Ontario. In Quebec,
only a quarter of violence cases involve minor assualts (as the most serious charge in the case). In
both provinces, serious violence is a very small proportion of the overall youth court caseload
(found guilty) and of the overall violence caseload (found guilty). The majority of violence cases
(found guilty) in Alberta and BC also involve minor assaults (Table 2b). However, Alberta’s and
BC’s caseload tends to focus on offences other than violence, as only 20.5% and 25.2% of their
caseloads (respectively) involves violence.
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Canada Quebec Ontario Alberta BC
Serious violence* 5.3% 7.1% 5.2% 3.9% 4.7%
Assault level 2 5.2% 7.0% 5.4% 3.4% 4.5%
Assault level 1 12.5% 8.1% 16.1% 9.9% 11.1%
All other violence 6.2% 10.1% 6.5% 3.4% 5.0%
Total Violence 29.1% 32.3% 33.2% 20.5% 25.2%
Break and enter 10.7% 11.1% 9.9% 9.9% 7.4%
Theft under $5,000 9.3% 8.5% 8.5% 13.0% 10.0%
Possession of stolen property,
mischief / damage under 4.9% 1.9% 4.8% 6.7% 6.9%
$5,000
All other property 9.5% 7.3% 10.2% 12.2% 8.2%
Total Property 34.4% 28.7% 33.4% 41.8% 32.5%
Drugs 5.6% 13.9% 3.6% 4.4% 4.4%
YOA/YCJA 12.9% 12.8% 12.4% 5.5% 25.7%
All other offences 17.9% 12.3% 17.4% 27.8% 12.1%
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

Table 1a: Breakdown of cases found guilty in youth court: 2004

*Serious violence = homicide, robbery, sexual assault levels 1, 2, and 3, and assault level 3
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Canada Quebec Ontario Alberta BC
Serious violence* 18.1% 22.0% 15.6% 19.0% 18.5%
Assault level 2 17.8% 21.8% 16.4% 16.3% 17.8%
Assault level 1 42.9% 25.0% 48.5% 48.0% 44.0%
All other violence 21.2% 31.2% 19.6% 16.7% 19.7%
Total Violence 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Break and enter 31.2% 38.5% 29.7% 23.7% 22.6%
Theft under $5,000 27.0% 29.6% 25.4% 31.0% 30.9%
Possession of stolen property,
mischief / damage under
$5,000 14.2% 6.5% 14.4% 16.0% 21.1%
All other property 27.6% 25.4% 30.4% 29.3% 25.3%
Total Property 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

Table 1b: Breakdown of violence cases and property cases found guilty in youth court: 2004

*Serious violence = homicide, robbery, sexual assault levels 1, 2, and 3, and assault level 3
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Looking next at custody (Tables 2a and 2b), similar trends emerge. When looking at all cases
sentenced to custody, Quebec and Ontario again have higher proportions of violence (38.7% and
34% respectively). Again, however, the majority of violence sentenced to custody involves minor
assaults in Ontario (35.3%). Indeed, of the cases sentenced to custody, Ontario has the largest
proportion of minor assaults compared with the other three jurisdictions and with Canada as a
whole. This, obviously, is a choice on Ontario’s part. Given that minor assaults involve any
pushing and shoving, there is a limitless supply to bring into youth court and sentence to custody.
Ontario, it appears, is more willing than other provinces to use expensive resourses (court and
custody) to respond to these types of behaviours.

Canada | Quebec Ontario | Alberta BC

Serious violence* 9.0% 14.3% 8.4% 8.1% 6.5%
Assault level 2 5.7% 8.0% 6.3% 3.4% 2.9%
Assault level 1 9.4% 5.7% 12.0% 7.1% 4.5%
All other violence 6.7% 10.7% 7.3% 4.8% 2.9%
Total Violence 30.8% 38.7% 34.0% 23.5% 16.8%
Break and enter 11.8% 12.4% 10.6% 13.9% 9.0%
Theft under $5,000 5.6% 5.0% 5.9% 6.5% 4.2%
Possession of stolen property,

mischief / damage under $5,000 3.4% 1.1% 3.2% 5.0% 4.0%
All other property 8.3% 4.4% 9.1% 10.7% 7.7%
Total Property 29.1% 22.9% 28.9% 36.1% 24.8%
Drugs 3.8% 6.6% 2.8% 4.1% 4.0%
YOA/YCJA 14.9% 13.0% 14.4% 3.8% 40.7%
All other offences 21.3% 18.9% 20.0% 32.6% 13.7%
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

Table 2a: Offence breakdown of all cases sentenced to custody: 2004

*Serious violence = homicide, robbery, sexual assault levels 1, 2, and 3, and assault level 3
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Canada Quebec Ontario | Alberta BC

Serious violence* 29.3% 36.9% 24.7% 34.5% 38.6%
Assault level 2 18.5% 20.7% 18.5% 14.4% 17.3%
Assault level 1 30.4% 14.8% 35.3% 30.4% 26.8%
All other violence 21.7% 27.7% 21.5% 20.6% 17.3%
Total Violence 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Break and enter 40.6% 54.2% 36.8% 38.6% 36.2%
Theft under $5,000 19.3% 21.7% 20.6% 18.1% 17.0%
Possession of stolen property,

mischief / damage under $5,000 11.6% 4.7% 11.1% 13.8% 16.0%
All other property 28.6% 19.3% 31.5% 29.5% 30.9%
Total Property 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

Table 2b: Breakdown of violence cases and property cases sentenced to custody: 2004

*Serious violence = homicide, robbery, sexual assault levels 1, 2, and 3, and assault level 3

Understanding jurisdictional variation in self-reported

delinquency

While the self-reported delinquency across provinces appears relatively similar, it would not be
too surprising to find some differences across jurisdictions. And there may indeed be differences,
but the self-report questions available to us were too general to reveal them. There is some
research on understanding differences in cross-national crime rates. For example, Neapolitan
(1999) examined only those countries where there were adequate data on the economic, political,
and social situation in the country, and where there was a reasonable level of agreement (from at
least two sources) that indicated that the country was “low or high on violent crime relative to
most other nations in the same geographic region” (p. 261). Six high- and six low-violent-crime
countries (two each from Africa, South America and Asia) were compared. Five dimensions
appeared to differentiate between high- and low-crime countries:

Social integration in low-crime countries (e.g., intact kinship and local community
systems, political and social stability, ethnic and cultural homogeneity) vs. social
disorganization in high-crime countries (e.g., ethnic conflict and discrimination, urban
slums and street people, diminished kinship and local community systems);
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Economic stress in high-crime countries (e.g., poverty and relative inequality,
economic downturns) compared with low-crime countries, which were characterized
by economic growth and effective government social welfare programs;

Care and concern for children was a characteristic of low-violent-crime countries. This
was evidenced by government programs for children, commitment by government to
children’s rights, and the absence of orphans, street children, child labour, etc.;

Official or approved violence factors (such as violent insurgencies, police and/or
military use of excessive violence, abuse of suspects and prisoners, etc.) characterized
highly violent countries;

Highly violent countries also tended to have criminal justice systems characterized by
corruption, discrimination, abuse of rights, etc.

It is clear, then, that the level of violence in a society is not an “accident.” Factors that vary within a
large country and factors that affect portions of a country’s population also have an impact at the
national level. Countries that are likely to be low in violence tend to:

value and provide healthy environments for children,

have stable and healthy communities,

provide relative economic equality,

ensure violence within the state or by state agents is not tolerated,
have fair and just criminal justice systems.

Other research has investigated the role of the community in explaining levels of violence among
different groups. For example, in a US national study of American youth, it was found that the
amount of self-reported participation in school-related physical fights in the previous year was
higher among Blacks (21%), Latinos (18%), and American Indians (31%) than for Whites (13%)
or Asians (11%). McNulty and Bellair (2003) examined factors that might explain those group
differences. Independent of all other dimensions, it was shown that the youths most likely to be
involved in fighting were male, those who thought that fighting was OK, those reporting that they
had recently used drugs or alcohol, and those with low school grades. In addition, adolescents
whose parents knew the parents of their friends (a measure, perhaps, of the strength of the youths’
community) and youths who frequently interacted with adults were less likely to participate in
physical fights.

The most interesting findings relate to the factors that “explain away” the differences among
groups. If one statistically removes the impact of living in a community with a high concentration
of disadvantaged families, the difference in levels of fighting between Black and White youths
disappears. In other words, it seems that the different level of involvement in fighting by Black
and White youths is accounted for by the fact that Black youths are considerably more likely to
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live in poor communities. Similarly, the difference between White and Latino youths disappears
when one controls for a measure of family disadvantage — the educational level of the
adolescent’s parents. Said differently, the lower levels of education of parents of Latino youths
explain the difference between Latino and White youths in their involvement in fighting. Clearly
then, policies that affect communities and families can also affect the level of violence in society.
To the extent that the Canadian provinces control such policies, they can affect the level of
violence in society by endorsing various types of policies.

In a similar theme, Simons, Chen, Stewart and Brody (2003) investigated the effect that
discrimination had on delinquency. They found that discrimination predicted delinquent
behaviour in a sample of African American children, even after they controlled for other factors
(e.g., the quality of parenting, affiliation with deviant peers and prior conduct problems). These
findings do not challenge other well-established explanations for group differences in offending.
Instead, they highlight another factor that helps explain high rates of offending among certain
Black youths. The results of this study clearly suggest that societies that systematically expose
their most vulnerable members to discriminatory rhetoric and practices are likely to pay the price
in increased crime.

Communities, in fact, play a crucial role, not only with respect to their effect on early
delinquency, but also on one’s ability to remain law-abiding upon release from a prison stay.
Specifically, community contexts and state policies (e.g., those related to support for the
homeless, the unemployed and the families of prisoners) have been identified as fundamental in
understanding the determinants of successful re-entry from prison (Visher and Travis, 2003).
Factors such as employment and good relationships with family and others in the community
emerge as central to inmates’ successful transition into the community and, as such, are important
dimensions in explaining recidivism. In fact, attention to the period following incarceration may
be at least as crucial to our understanding of reoffending behaviour as a focus on offenders’
individual characteristics and their experience of prison.

Conclusions

Comparing self-reported delinquency across the provinces reveals relatively few differences.
However, there are rather striking differences when looking at police apprehensions or guilty
findings across provinces. Thus, one must be careful not to attribute changes in the behaviour of
adults (charging practices) to youth (crime). For example, while Manitoba had the highest rate of
self-reported violence and property offending, Saskatchewan had the highest rate of police
apprehensions (and the highest rates of using court and custody). Moreover, while Ontario and
Quebec had similar levels of self-reported violent offending and identical levels of self-reported
property offending, Ontario consistently had much higher rates of police apprehensions, use of
court and use of custody than Quebec. Ontario also appears more willing than other jurisdictions
to bring minor violence (minor assaults) into youth court and sentence these cases to custody.
However, across all of the four jurisdictions (the four largest provinces — Quebec, Ontario,
Alberta and BC) and Canada as a whole, serious violence (homicide, robbery, sexual assaults and
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assault level 3) was always a very small proportion of the youth court caseload, never accounting
for more than 8% of the caseload (found guilty) or the 15% of the cases sentenced to custody.

While the self-reported delinquency across provinces appears relatively similar, it would not be
too surprising to find some differences across jurisdictions (and, indeed, with more detailed
questions, differences across the provinces may well emerge). There is, for example, evidence that
policies that affect communities and families (e.g., concentrated disadvantage within communities
or discriminatory rhetoric and practices) can also affect the level of violence in a community. To
the extent that the Canadian provinces control policies that affect disadvantaged groups

(e.g., social assistance, housing, transportation, daycare, employment, etc.), they can affect the
level of violence in society by endorsing or discouraging various types of policies.

More generally, the level of violence in a society is not an “accident.” Factors that vary within a
large country and factors that affect portions of a country’s population also have an impact at the
national level. Countries that are likely to be low in violence tend to: value and provide healthy
environments for children; have stable and healthy communities; provide relative economic
equality; ensure violence within the state or by state agents is not tolerated; and have fair and just
criminal justice systems.
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3. What are the relative impacts of criminal justice
and developmental/ social variables on the rates
of youth crime/ youth violence?

The impact of criminal justice practices on crime will largely be answered in other questions.
Generally though, harsh criminal justice approaches appear to do little to reduce crime. Baron
and Kennedy (1998) provide some reasons why criminal justice approaches may not work,
especially among a “high-risk” sample of homeless youths. They conducted interviews with 125
male street youth, under age twenty-four, who spent a considerable amount of time each week
“on the street” in Edmonton, Alberta. Respondents were asked how many times in the past year
they had committed two relatively serious property crimes (“broken into a car; broken into a
house”) and how often they had committed a relatively serious assault (“attacked someone with a
weapon or fists/feet injuring so badly they probably needed a doctor”). The results showed that
those youth who thought that there was a reasonable likelihood that they would be caught by the
police for property crime, and those who said that being caught for property crime would be a
problem in their lives, were less likely to commit these crimes. However, the most reliable
predictor of property crime appeared to be whether a youth believed that his friends were involved
in such a crime.

For violent crime, the pattern was somewhat different. The youths’ perceptions of how likely it
was that they would be apprehended did not have an impact on the likelihood that they had
engaged in serious violent behaviour. Similarly, the youths’ estimates of the impact of police
apprehension were unrelated to their own level of violence. As the authors of the paper point out,
the serious violent activities that take place on the street “are guided more by impulse and the
sway of emotion than by reflection, judgment, or premeditation” (p. 48). There is also evidence
that a criminal justice approach like “mandatory minimum sentences” for drug offenders are less
effective than treatment in reducing the use of cocaine (see Caulkins et al., 1997). For most
offences and offenders then, “toughening up” criminal justice approaches are unlikely to be
effective in reducing crime. The policy question, then, is, what can be done outside of the justice
system in order to reduce offending?

Early interventions: Family and school

Although it is relatively well established that children of adolescent mothers are at risk on a
number of different dimensions (including crime), it is less well understood why this might be the
case. Using a longitudinal study of 411 boys born in 1952-3 who were followed from age
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eight/nine until thirty-two, Nagin, Pogarsky and Farrington (1997) investigated this issue. They
found that the reason that the sons born of adolescent mothers were more likely to commit
criminal acts than were the sons born of older mothers was a combination of two factors: the lack
of resources of these families and the fact that the mothers seemed to lack parenting skills or
provided poor role models to their offspring. The policy question that needs to be addressed, then,
is a simple one: how can communities intervene with families, in positive ways, to decrease the
likelihood of later offending?

Olds et al. (1998) used the “gold standard” for attributing causality — the randomized trial
experiment — to determine the effects of a broad-based intervention in a child’s life — home visits
by a nurse before and after the birth of a child — on offending behaviour during adolescence.
Mothers in their first completed pregnancy who were “at risk” (i.e., young, single and/or of low
socio-economic status) participated in the experiment. These women were randomly assigned to
three different groups (a control group or one of two experimental groups), and thus the groups
can be considered to be equivalent for all practical purposes. For some of the mothers (the control
group), the program simply provided assessment and referrals for treatment. For one
“experimental” group, they received this same assessment and referrals, but a nurse also visited
them an average of nine times during pregnancy. The nurse promoted positive health-related
behaviours during pregnancy and the early years of the child, as well as general help to the
mother (e.g., family planning, getting a job, parenting skills, etc.) during these visits. For the
second experimental group, this monthly support visitation program continued until the child was
two years old.

The results are simple to summarize. The nurse visitation program, especially when the monthly
visits continued until the child’s second birthday, reduced the incidence of involvement with the
police, arrests and contact with the child welfare system as a “person in need of supervision”
during the child’s early adolescent years (up to age fifteen) (Olds et al., 1998; p. 1242).
“Adolescents born to nurse-visited women who were unmarried and from low-SES families had
fewer episodes of running away from home, arrests, convictions and violations of probation than
did their counterparts in the comparison group. They also had fewer sexual partners and engaged
in cigarette smoking and alcohol consumption less frequently” (Olds et al., 1998; pp. 1241-2).

Generally, the earlier in life an intervention is provided, the more likely it will have an effect. But
even programs administered to children just starting school have been found to reduce problem
behaviours. For example, the program “First Step to Success” focused on “at-risk” kindergarten
children, but involved teachers, peers, parents, or caregivers, as well as the child. It started with a
formal screening of kindergarten children to identify problem children. The school intervention
had thirty “formal” days of programming, though since a child had to “pass” each day, it took
longer than thirty days to complete (on average around forty days). The first five days involved a
“consultant” who did not need to be a formal professional. On each of these days, there were two
twenty- to thirty-minute sessions in school. Essentially, it was a program where the child earned
negotiated school and home privileges for appropriate behaviour. It was a fairly rigid “program”
designed to effect change at home and at school.

Walker et al. (1998) investigated a group of children who received the program compared with a
randomly assigned “waiting list control” group of children. Quite large (and statistically
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significant) changes were found in the treatment group that were not found in the wait-list control
group. Although the experiment was carried out when the children were in kindergarten, one
group was followed through grade two. The improvements in the children’s behaviour continued.

The results are “consistent with existing literature on the case for early intervention with at-risk
children.... That is, comprehensive early interventions, especially those involving parents, appear
to (a) teach relationships between choices and their resulting consequences, (b) develop the social-
behavioural and academically related competencies that allow children to cope effectively with
the demands of friendship-making... and (c) reduce the long-term probability that at-risk children
will adopt a delinquent lifestyle in adolescence” (Walker et al., 1998; p. 74). Furthermore, “by the
standards used in other fields, [the program] is a relatively brief and inexpensive intervention”
(Walker et al., 1998; p.76). Responses to the program by teachers and parents have been
“generally positive, perhaps because the demands on them during implementation are relatively
low level compared to the gains achieved” (Walker et al., 1998; p. 76).

This intervention into the lives of “at-risk” kindergarten children appears to have been successful
in reducing anti-social behaviour. Furthermore, it would appear to be a program that parents and
teachers approve of and that can be implemented with rather minimal costs. Though it is hard to
estimate the actual cost of the program, it would appear that the cost of “treating” a single child
would be less than the dollar cost of charging a single child with a common assault and having
that child go through the court system and receive an absolute discharge at the end. This cost
estimate, of course, ignores the other beneficial effects of the program and the harmful impact of
criminal justice contact.

Consequences of legal sanctions

Findings such as these suggest that social programs designed to promote healthy children can
reduce crime. Resources (financial and otherwise), support, advice, help and training in child
rearing matters would appear to be important for the eventual well-being of these children who
are “at risk.” However, programs need to occur early (prenatal or within the first few years of
life). Once children are older, and perhaps already engaging in delinquency and receiving legal
sanctions, there is evidence that there could be further detrimental effects that are felt into
adulthood. Tanner, Davis and O’Grady (1999) found, for example, that delinquency in
adolescence can reduce educational and occupational attainment in young adulthood. These
findings “testify to the importance of avoiding trouble when young: early deviance, both
directly and indirectly has lingering effects that negatively influence life chances (Tanner, Davis
and O’Grady 1999; p. 269). And, of course, there are costs to society — in particular, all of the
problems associated with low SES due to the lower educational and occupational attainment
(e.g., housing problems, health issues, increased reliance on social assistance, etc.) Generally,
then, focusing early in the life-course to prevent delinquency from occurring is likely to achieve
the most beneficial results across a range of domains (e.g., not only reduced offending, but also
stable employment in adulthood, fewer housing and health problems, lower reliance on social
assistance, etc.) As Tanner et al. (1999) acknowledge, however, “responses to delinquency may
have an effect on life course trajectories.... Research indicates that adults who are officially
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identified and processed as criminals find it harder than other job seekers to secure
employment” (p. 270).

Criminal justice responses may also affect another factor that is related to delinquency: parenting
styles. There is, in fact, “an increasing body of research that suggests that delinquency is not
merely an outcome but a process variable that affects and is affected by parenting in an
interactional process” (Stewart et al., 2002; p. 37). Delinquency, legal sanctions and bad parenting
all increase the occurrence of one another.

Stewart et al. (2002) suggested that “delinquency is most apt to have negative consequences when
resulting in official responses by legal authorities” (p. 37). It is noted that legal sanctions disrupt
the quality of family life by embarrassing the parents, thus increasing conflict and subsequent
stress levels in the family. Stewart et al. (2002), therefore, looked at youths at three different
points in time (average age: 13.5, 14.5 and 15.5 years). Poor parenting was assessed using self-
reports by parents, as well as systematic observations by survey interviewers. Delinquency of the
youth was assessed by way of a self-report questionnaire. Youths also reported whether they had
come into contact with the justice system, as well as the type of contact that had occurred.

Delinquency and parenting were examined at ages 13.5 and 15.5. At age 14.5, the youths were
asked about contact with the justice system as offenders. The statistical model that was used
looked at changes in delinquency and parenting (from age 13.5 to 15.5). The findings
demonstrated that poor parenting at age 13.5 was associated with increased delinquency at age
15.5. However, about half of this effect was due to the impact of legal sanctions occurring
between these two ages. Not surprisingly, those youths who were most involved in delinquency
and most subject to poor parenting practices at age 13.5 were most likely to receive legal
sanctions. However, the impact of poor parenting practices at age 13.5 was largely mediated by
the occurrence of legal sanctions. Similarly, poor parenting at age 15.5 was associated with higher
levels of delinquency at age 13.5. This effect was almost completely due to the impact of legal
sanctions that took place between age 13.5 and age 14.5.

“Poor parenting behaviours led to increases in delinquency and earlier delinquency led to an
increase in poor parenting” (Stewart et al., 2002; p. 52). Legal sanctions were a result of
delinquency and poor parenting at age 13.5. “Legal sanctions, in turn, predicted further increases
in delinquency and decreases in parenting quality a year later at [age 15.5]” (Stewart et al., 2002;
p. 52). Clearly, there are negative effects of increased contact with the criminal justice system.
Thus, in addition to early interventions like the kind Olds et al. (1998) evaluated, laws that
minimize the impact of legal sanctions (e.g., by reducing formal entry into the court, probation, or
custodial systems) may also help to reduce recidivism.

Other promising types of interventions

It would be a mistake to think that the two studies highlighted here, which showed a significant
reduction in problem behaviour (nurse home visits and “first steps to success”), are isolated
incidents of these types of programs “working.” In a review of “what works,” Graham (1998)

100 * Roots Review



Doob, Sprott and Webster

provided examples (and references to details of programs) of interventions that have been found
to reduce the likelihood of children becoming seriously criminal gnd that can be cost effective.
These include the following:

Home visitation programs. “These involve trained and committed individuals, usually
nurses, health visitors or social workers, supporting, helping, and sometimes training
parents of young children” (Graham, 1998; p. 8). Some of these target both children
and parents. Arrest rates are typically reduced considerably (e.g., by 40% or more). The
nurse home visitation programs may be most important to prevent the potential “life-
course-persistent offenders” from engaging in later violence (see Howell and Hawkins,
1998).

Parent training programs. For example, one program provided “training for parents of
10-year-old children for a period of six to eight months.”

School-based programs, which “combined institutional change with individually-
based initiatives to increase educational attainment and reduce delinquent
behaviour...” (p. 11). It should be noted, however, that “the initiatives based on
individuals had no effect on delinquency...” (p. 11). “On the whole, research on school
effectiveness shows that schools which are characterized by high quality classroom
management, good leadership and organization and where children feel emotionally as
well as educationally supported, are those which are best placed to protect their pupils
from engaging in criminal behaviour” (p. 13).

Programs that combine parent training and school programs and that link the two have
shown an “immediate impact in terms of reducing aggressive and anti-social
behaviour.”

At the same time, it should be pointed out that not everything works. Among the interventions
that appear to be unsuccessful are the following:

“Individual and peer group counselling or therapy, [most instances of] pharmacological
interventions, corporal punishment, suspension from school...” (p. 16).

“Information campaigns, especially in relation to substance abuse” (p. 16), moral
appeals, fear arousal.

There are also programs that can reduce offending among youths who are already involved in the
justice system. A US government report coming from a blue-ribbon panel of experts from at least
three countries (including Canadian Marc LeBlanc at the University of Montreal) draws on
knowledge from the social sciences on how best to deal with serious and violent juvenile
offenders. When considering “late” interventions, the study group found that interventions aimed
at those youth who already had become serious and/or violent offenders were also possible,
though “interventions for serious and/or violent offenders often have to be multimodal in order to
address problems, including law breaking, substance use and abuse, and academic problems. The
administration of multimodal programs requires integration of services of the juvenile justice

Roots Review * 101



Volume 4: Research Papers

system, mental health, schools, and child welfare agencies. Aftercare programs are essential....”
(Loeber and Farrington, 1998). One challenge for a country like Canada, then, is to integrate
services that are often fragmented across ministries and levels of government.

Aside from family and early school interventions, there are also broad community interventions
that have reduced crime. Typically, these community interventions involve changing the physical
environment, and one classic example is the redesign of the Port Authority Bus Terminal in NYC
(Felson et al., 1996). The Port Authority bus terminal is the biggest bus station in the world,
handling about 175 thousand passengers a day. A block away from the prostitutes, porn and
drugs in Times Square, it was also the home of “several hundred” homeless people. The homeless
had taken over most public areas in the building, such that facilities designed for bus travellers
were no longer available for them. The goal was to reduce crime (largely robbery, assaults and
thefts) and to deal effectively with the problems of the homeless, drugs, prostitution, etc. The Port
Authority (PA) police were incapable of taking control by “normal” police approaches. Although
the PA police force is large (it is the twenty-eighth largest police force in the US), with 125 officers
assigned permanently to the bus terminal, they, alone, could do little. Other approaches had to be
used. Instead of seeing the problem as being dealt with by way of “law enforcement” and, for
example, arresting or harassing transients in the bus terminal, the PA contracted with a social
service agency to provide services to “their” transient population. The police then induced
transients to cooperate with the agency by providing the alternatives of accepting help, leaving, or
going to jail. The transient problem was made manageable.

Physical modifications were also important. Entrances and exits were made more accessible.
Niches and dark corners were eliminated. Areas where people could hide or sleep without being
observed were made into public spaces by turning brick walls into glass walls. Benches where
people had slept were removed and replaced with single seats that were made purposefully
uncomfortable to sleep on. Information kiosks were set up to make it easy for visitors to get
legitimate information rather than being victimized by various types of hustlers. Stores —
particularly chain stores that people felt comfortable patronizing — were brought in. Video games
that attracted young toughs were replaced with games that problematic folk were uninterested in.
Physical changes facilitated the “flow” of people quickly and easily through the station, thereby
reducing the opportunity for them to be victimized.

The result of these changes was fewer complaints. Also, ratings of various aspects of the terminal
went up. There were 80% fewer homeless in the facility. Public order complaints were reduced
dramatically, as were the numbers of most offences. People felt more safe and saw the police as
doing a better job. Only about a third as many people said that they felt insecure or very insecure
in the PA terminal after the changes had been implemented as compared with before. Declines in
crime had been occurring in New York (as well as other parts of the United States and in Canada)
at the time that the PA bus station was being cleaned up (beginning in 1991), but decreases were
larger in the PA bus station than in the surrounding areas. Equally important is the fact that
“there was no evidence of displacement of robbery to nearby precincts” (Felson et al., 1996).

“Combining physical design and clever management, the Port Authority has brought its transient

problem under substantial control and reduced its crime problem” (Felson et al., 1996). Some of
the design changes were rather mundane: they made fourteen design changes in the washrooms,
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which, in total, helped reclaim the washrooms for use by bus station users. Perhaps what is most
interesting is that crime, disorder and unpleasantness were reduced dramatically without resorting
to hard-line police tactics. Crime was designed and managed away.

We can be either optimistic or extremely pessimistic about findings such as those presented here.
The reasons for optimism are clear: much is known about what will make a healthy (and
peaceful) young person. We know that the lives of young people are shaped early, and thus early
interventions are crucial. At the same time, we know that interventions in mid-to-late adolescence
can have positive effects. Moreover, there are environmental changes that can reduce offending in
a community. The pessimism comes from the fact that knowing what should be done and actually
doing something about it are different. None of the effective approaches discussed here are
interventions that can be announced, implemented and shown to have a measurable effect on
crime within a single political mandate.

Cost-effectiveness

As already highlighted, Graham (1998) identified programs that were found to reduce
delinquency and that were generally cost effective. However, additional research has been
conducted which explored the costs of various programs aimed predominately at adolescents who
were already involved in the criminal justice system. For example, one study, carried out by the
Washington State Institute for Public Policy, examined programs for youth where there was
sound research to examine their costs and outcomes (Aos et al., 1998). Looking at programs
aimed later in adolescence, there were programs that reduced subsequent offending, but their
impact on youth was often “modest.” “The best interventions for juvenile offenders lower the
chance of re-offending by about 40%” (Aos et al., 1998; p. 7). Typically, the programs reduce
rates of recidivism by about 20-30%. This is important to keep in mind, because it means that the
graduates from the best-known programs will often reoffend. It is also relevant when one hears
claims about “quick-fix” interventions. But these modest impacts — e.g., a reduction of
reconviction rates from 45% to 27% (a 40% reduction) for probationers in some locations — may
still be worth while.

The question, from a public policy perspective, is simple: If a program is likely to reduce
recidivism by only modest amounts (20—-30%), is it still worth it? The answer is “yes” —
sometimes. First of all, one has to ask whether one is interested only in public costs — typically
“criminal justice system” costs. Some programs do not show a savings on criminal justice costs
alone, but do show savings if the costs to victims of crimes are included. Also, for some programs
(e.g., early intervention programs directed at health or education issues), other benefits of the
program to society can be measured.

But for many of the sixteen programs that were examined by Aos et al. (1998), there were
criminal justice savings that were shown within a year or two. For example, in a “program for
first time minor offenders on diversion where youth appear before a community accountability
board shortly after committing an offence” (the Thurston County FastTrack Diversion program),
there is a 29% reduction in offending, with a savings to the criminal justice system of about $2,700
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per participant after one year. In large part, this saving may come from the fact that its taxpayers’
costs are low ($136 per participant). Other intensive programs funded solely with public money
take longer to show criminal justice savings. And there are some expensive and thoroughly
evaluated programs that will never show any kind of benefit when one looks at a measure like
“felony reconvictions by age twenty-five.” Juvenile boot camps are one notable example.

Cost-effective programs also exist for reducing recidivism among more serious juvenile offenders.
They are not necessarily cheap to implement, but when considered as investments, they are
sensible. Some of the intensive supervision programs, for example, cost $4,500-$6,000 per
participant and take a few years to show criminal justice savings. A program for chronic juvenile
offenders including a home placement with trained foster parents and other treatment and
probation services was quite expensive, but showed benefits to victims and for criminal justice
budgets. Evaluated solely in terms of changes in recidivism rates, these programs might be seen as
having only modest benefits. However, as investments to achieve victim and criminal justice
savings, they were very effective.

Typically, the issue of cost-effectiveness arises when one is thinking about implementing an early-
intervention program or some sort of diversionary program for youths who have already
offended. However, the “cost-effectiveness” of standard criminal justice approaches should also
be evaluated. Those who support “getting tough” on young offenders rarely think about the costs
of that which they advocate. Given that those areas of social life that are supported, in part, by
government — health care, education, transportation, housing — are all in need of money, it is
important to consider the costs and benefits of “tough approaches” to youths. Unfortunately,
there has been little serious “cost-benefit” analysis of youth justice policies. In this light, a case
study by Fass and Pi (2002) is interesting, not so much because of its conclusions, but rather
because it helps to identify some of the variables that need to be assessed when evaluating the
utility of youth justice policies.

Fass and Pi (2002) compared “tougher” responses with their less punitive alternatives. More
specifically, their research examines: probation vs. diversion; intensive vs. regular probation; open
custody vs. probation; and prison vs. open custody. The principal data for their study came from
the records of 13,144 youths referred to the Texas Youth Commission in Dallas County. The
results suggested that the following factors are important when thinking about the costs and
benefits of “tough approaches” to young offenders:

Apprehension rates may increase as a function of surveillance. As such, additional
justice costs may exist over time.

Second or subsequent dispositions tend to be more severe than earlier dispositions.
This is also the case in Canada. Hence, criminal justice costs increase at the second
disposition largely as a function of the disposition handed down in an earlier case. The
“costs” of a harsh disposition, therefore, may appear later in a youth’s court career.

The first time someone is apprehended, police, court, probation, prosecution, legal aid

and detention costs have to be initially considered in terms of additional costs for the
harsher of two sentences. However, there are likely to be additional costs in each of
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these domains at subsequent apprehensions. In this study, it was found that these
expenditures tended to increase — sometimes dramatically — as a function of the
disposition that was being sought. Of course, the costs largely reflect what happens
after the decision is made on how to dispose of the case.

Costs to victims and others of additional crimes clearly also have to be taken into
consideration. Estimates of these factors vary enormously.

Benefits to victims can be found in the form of short-term incapacitation effects. For
instance, it was found in one case study that placement in a local facility could reduce
victim costs (including estimated “quality of life” costs) by as much as $1,718 per
offender (but only $666 if “quality of life” cost estimates were not included). The
difficulty is that this “saving” was far outweighed by the additional criminal justice
placement expenditures involved ($15,190 or $23,680 per offender, depending on
certain assumptions).

The results of any estimation exercise such as this one have to be considered with caution.
However, case studies investigated by Fass and Pi (1992) suggest that there were no criminal
justice savings obtained from harsher policies compared with alternatives. In addition, the
authors’ estimates of gains for victims and others are only substantial when “quality of life”
factors are included in the equation. In some instances, tough penalties may even increase
estimated costs to victims. Indeed, harsh policies appear to augment crime and criminal justice
processing in the long term, despite temporarily deferring criminal activity as a result of the
sentence that is handed down.

Conclusions

There is a considerable amount of evidence that certain early-intervention programs show
reductions, not only in offending, but in a range of risky behaviours. Graham (1998) provided
examples of interventions that have been found to reduce the likelihood of children becoming
seriously criminal gnd that can be cost effective (e.g., nurse home visitation programs; early
school-based programs that involve the family; parent training programs; and programs that
combine parent training and school programs). At the same time, there are programs that appear
to be unsuccessful (e.g., individual and peer group counselling; pharmacological interventions;
corporal punishment; suspension from school; information campaigns; moral appeals; and fear
arousal).

Other research has examined the costs of various programs aimed predominately at adolescents
who were already involved in the criminal justice system. For many programs that were
examined by Aos et al. (1998), there were criminal justice savings that were shown within a year
or two. For example, in a “program for first time minor offenders on diversion where youth
appear before a community accountability board shortly after committing an offence” (the
Thurston County FastTrack Diversion program), there is a 29% reduction in offending, with a
savings to the criminal justice system of about $2,700 per participant after one year. In large part,
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this saving may come from the fact that its taxpayers’ costs are low ($136 per participant). Other
intensive programs funded solely with public money take longer to show criminal justice savings.
And there are some expensive and thoroughly evaluated programs that will never show any kind
of benefit when one looks at a measure like “felony reconvictions by age twenty-five.” Juvenile
boot camps are one notable example.

Typically, the issue of cost-effectiveness arises when one is thinking about implementing an early-
intervention program or some sort of diversionary program for youths who have already
offended. However, the “cost-effectiveness” of standard criminal justice approaches should also
be evaluated. Those who support “getting tough” on young offenders rarely think about the costs
of that which they advocate. Unfortunately, there has been little serious “cost-benefit” analysis of
youth justice policies. However, case studies investigated by Fass and Pi (1992) suggest that there
were no criminal justice savings obtained from harsher policies compared with alternatives.

References

Aos, Steve, Robert Barnoski and Roxanne Lieb. (1998). Preventive programs for young offenders:
Effective and Cost effective. Overcrowded Times, 1998 (April), 9(2), 1,7-11.

Baron, Stephen W. and Timothy F. Hartnagel. (1997). Attributions, affect, and crime: Street youths’
reactions to unemployment. Criminology, 35 (3), 409—434.

Caulkins, Jonathan P., C. Peter Rydell, William L. Schwabe, and James Chiesa. (1997). Mandatory
minimum drug sentences: Throwing away the key or the taxpayers’ money. Rand Corporation, Drug
Policy Research Centre.

Fass, Simon M. and Chung-Ron Pi. (2002). Getting Tough on Juvenile Crime: An Analysis of Costs
and Benefits. Journal of Research in Crime and Delinquency, 39, 363-399.

Felson, Marcus and eleven others. (1996). Redesigning Hell: Preventing crime and disorder at the Port
Authority Bus Terminal. In Preventing Mass Transit Crime Ronald V. Clarke, editor). Crime
Prevention Studies, Volume 6. Monsey, New York: Criminal Justice Press.

Graham, John. (1998). What works in preventing criminality. In Reducing offending: An assessment of
research evidence on ways of dealing with offending behaviour. Goldblatt, Peter and Chris Lewis
(editors). London: Home Office.

Howell, J.C. and J.D. Hawkins. (1998). “Prevention of youth violence”. In Youth Violence (Crime and
Justice: A Review of the Research, Volume 24). (pp. 263-315). Michael Tonry & Mark H. Moore
(Eds.). Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Loeber, Rolf and David P. Farrington. (1998). Never too early, Never too late: Risk factors and
successful intervention for serious and violent juvenile offenders. Studies on Crime Prevention,
A1), 7-30.

Nagin, Daniel S., G. Pogarsky and David P. Farrington. (1997). Adolescent mothers and the criminal
behaviour of their children. Law and Society Review, 31, 137-162.

106 * Roots Review



Doob, Sprott and Webster

Olds, David, Charles R. Henderson Jr., Robert Cole, John Eckenrode, Harriet Kitzman, Dennis
Luckey, Lisa Pettitt, Kimberly Sidora, Pamela Morris and Jane Powers. (1998). Long-term
Effects of Nurse Home Visitation on Children’s Criminal and Antisocial Behaviour. Journal of
the American Medical Association, 280, 1238-1244.

Stewart, Eric A., Ronald L. Simons, Rand D. Conger and Laura V. Scaramella. (2002). Beyond the
Interactional Relationship between Delinquency and Parenting Practices: The Contribution of
Legal Sanctions. Journal of Research in Crime and Delinquency, 39, 36-59.

Tanner, Julian, Scott Davies and Bill O’Grady. (1999). Whatever happened to yesterday’s rebels?
Longitudinal effects of youth delinquency on educational employment. Social Problems, 1999,
46, 250-274.

Walker, Hill M., Kate Kavanagh, Bruce Stiller, Annemieke Golly, Herbert H. Severson and Edward
G. Reil. (1998). First step to success: An early intervention approach for preventing school
antisocial behaviour. Journal of Emotional and Behavioural Disorders, 6 (2) 66-80.

Roots Review ¢ 107






4. Are the origins and meaning of more serious
and persistent young offenders different from less
serious offending?

There is some evidence that there are two (not completely distinct) groups of offenders: those who
are referred to as “adolescent-limited” offenders and those often referred to as “life-course-
persistent” offenders. Neither label is completely adequate, but the concept is important.
Adolescent-limited offenders are those who are, in fact, quite ordinary youths. Indeed, self-report
surveys reveal that engaging in delinquency during adolescence is normative. Few youth make it
to adulthood without committing what would be offences if they were caught. Fortunately, most
do not get caught. Another group of more serious offenders (life-course-persistent) seem to be
offending because of a combination of events that may begin prior to birth. Before we discuss the
differences between these two groups of offenders, it would be worth while to first discuss some
definitional issues around identifying “persistent” young offenders.

Definitional issues

It is difficult to measure offending, and even more difficult to determine who the “high-rate” or
“persistent” offenders are. Hagell and Newburn (1994), for example, cite a study that looked at all
youths who had been arrested three or more times in two parts of England. Starting with this
population of youths, three definitions of “persistence” were applied to the pool of 531 youths
who had been arrested three times in a year (number of arrests; number of offences attributed to
them; and number of offences known to have been committed by them). An attempt was made to
identify the 10% most-persistent youthful offenders. The only problem was that sixty-nine
different youths were identified by one or more of these criteria, but only thirty of these sixty-nine
were identified by all three criteria.

As the authors point out, “These are the juveniles in whom the police, the courts, the press and
the public are particularly interested” (p. 101). The offences they were doing were the same as
other juveniles, just more of them: “It is not the case that these persistent offenders were
committing the more violent or serious offences....” (p. 102). It was also noted that if one looked
at persistence over time, and one used as a measure of persistence the “frequency of known and
alleged offending over a three month period,” those who would be defined as persistent varied
across time: “It was rare for [offenders] who met the criteria in each quarter to be the same
individuals” (p. 103). “Offending, particularly persistent offending by juveniles, is a relatively
transitory activity” (p. 105). But the overwhelming finding bears repeating: “Persistent offenders...
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— whichever of the three definitions was used — did not seem to be strikingly different from the full
sample, with the tautological exception of the frequency of their offending” (p. 119). “Very
serious offences — grievous bodily harm, aggravated burglary, rape and sexual offences — did not
represent in total as much as one percent of all offences attributed to persistent young offenders —
a pattern that is typical of juvenile offending generally” (p. 120). “Any definition of persistence
will inevitably be arbitrary” (p. 122). Definitions can be created and applied, but equally
reasonable-sounding definitions would identify a different group of offenders.

As another example of how difficult it can be to define and measure different “types” of offenders,
one need only look at the complexities around how to define a “gang.” There is, in fact, no
consensus on what constitutes a youth “gang” or how one defines whether a given youth is a
member of a gang. “Experts” do not appear to agree as to what is the best single definition.
Hence, it is easy to get vastly different estimates of the prevalence of gangs (or changes in the
prevalence) simply because there is no consensus regarding what constitutes membership in a
gang. Some “gang” researchers suggest that a gang is a group of youths who are seen as a distinct
group, recognize themselves as a group (usually with a name) and have been involved in a great
enough number of anti-social acts that people see them in a negative way. The problem is that the
first two criteria would fit the Boy and Girl Scouts or university fraternities. The third might also
fit university fraternities. Aside from anything else, that which constitutes “gang” behaviour is
also associated with other “memberships” (e.g., class, ethnicity, neighbourhood). (See Esbensen,
Winfree and Taylor 2001 for more on this issue).

Adolescent-limited vs. life-course-persistent offenders

Keeping these definitional issues in mind, research has generally found that youths who begin
offending early are more likely to persist (however defined) in their offending behaviour after
adolescence. It is these youths who may end up being “life-course-persistent offenders.” “The
cause of antisocial behaviour for the life-course persisters, according to [psychologist] Terrie
Moffitt, is a result of the interaction between neuropsychological impairments and poor social
environments. This ‘double hazard’ of perinatal risk and social disadvantage increases the risk for
deviant behavioural outcomes....” (Tibbetts and Piquero, 1999; p. 845). What is important in this
theory is that it is the “interaction between a child’s vulnerabilities to neuropsychological disorders
and poor social environments that produces early onset, and not necessarily the independent
influence of these determinants” (Tibbetts and Piquero, 1999; p. 847). In other words, a child has
to experience both, not just one, for “early onset” problem behaviour to emerge. And these
“early-onset” offenders are the ones who are more likely to continue offending and thus become
“life-course-persistent” offenders.

Adolescent-limited offenders, on the other hand, are otherwise healthy youths who simply engage
in some offending during adolescence. Thus, the backgrounds of “adolescent-limited” and “life-
course-persistent” offenders are fundamentally different. For example, Moffitt and Caspi (2001)
identified, from a longitudinal study of New Zealand children, those who had extreme and stable
anti-social behaviour problems from ages five to eleven. Subsequently, they identified a group of
youths who were offending in mid-adolescence, but who were not problematic children. There
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were about ten times as many “life-course-persistent” (or “early-onset™) boys as girls. For the
adolescent-limited youths, there were only 1.5 boys for every girl. Nevertheless, the “risk
predictors” from childhood for the boys and girls who were identified as having “life-course-
persistent” (or “early-onset”) behavioural problems were more or less the same. The “adolescent-
limited” girls and boys had many fewer “risk” factors than the life-course-persistent adolescents,
but, once again, the boys and girls looked very much alike. “The childhood background of
delinquents in the life-course persistent path is pathological, but the background of delinquents on
the adolescent-limited path is normative” (p. 367).

Identifying the specific risk factors for “early-onset” problem behaviour, then, is crucial, as it is
these youths who may persist in offending throughout the life-course. Tibbetts and Piquero (1999)
found that the combination of low birth weight and residence in a weak family structure (e.g., a
large number of changes in the mother’s marital status, absence of husband/father) was likely to
lead to early-onset delinquency (for boys, but not girls). Moreover, boys from low socio-economic
situations who were low birth weight were much more likely to be early-onset delinquent youth
than were those of relatively high birth weight. For high SES boys, there was no impact of birth
weight. Thus, for boys it would appear that being disadvantaged at birth and during childhood
combine to create a risk of early-onset anti-social behaviour. The adverse impact of low birth
weight could be reduced or eliminated through social means: “Supportive environments and early
interventions stand a fighting chance at diminishing the consequences of birth-related difficulties,
and such approaches may have an even more demonstrable impact on inner-city youths”
(Tibbetts and Piquero, 1999; p.869). (See also Piquero and Tibbetts (1999) for a similar study,
with similar conclusions).

Jarjoura, Triplett, Brinker (2002) also found that growing up in a chronically poor household was
associated with youthful offending. They found that both early chronic (to age five) and late
chronic (ages eleven to fifteen) poverty affected offending. This suggests that poverty may act
through different mechanisms at these two developmental periods. For instance, poor prenatal
and postnatal care, as well as deficient nutrition in the earlier interval and lack of educational or
employment opportunities in the latter period, may constitute possible intervening variables.
Whatever the mechanisms, growing up chronically poor clearly suggests a context of persistent
disadvantage for the child. Unfortunately, it may only be at the moment in which the
disadvantaged youth offends for the first time that the community becomes aware of the adverse
effects of policies which permit chronic poverty.

It is clearly important to differentiate between “life-course-persistent” and “adolescent-limited”
forms of anti-social behaviour in adolescence. It would appear that the most efficient approach to
“life-course-persistent” behavioural problems for both boys and girls would be to focus on ways of
minimizing risk occurring early in life. In contrast, interventions for adolescent-limited anti-social
youths might be more effective if carried out during adolescence. Further, these therapeutic
strategies should acknowledge the broadly non-pathological backgrounds of these youths, while
also making efforts not to “incur social costs” (Moffitt and Caspi 2001; p. 370) such as those
resulting from harsh treatment in the criminal system. There are, however, many more
“adolescent-limited” male and female offenders than “life-course-persistent” ones. Moreover,
even though their backgrounds are very different, their behaviour in mid-adolescence looked very
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similar. Hence, therapeutic interventions based solely on adolescent behaviour are more likely
than not to be focused on children without problems.

There are, unfortunately, no easy diagnostic tools that can be used to identify potential life-
course-persistent offenders, or, for that matter, to identify those who may display psychopathy in
adulthood. Research on adult psychopathy has noted that these individuals often displayed anti-
social behaviour as youths. Based on this finding, researchers have begun looking for ways to
identify “fledgling psychopaths” (Seagrave and Grisso, 2002; p. 219). Particularly with public
concern with youth crime, it is not surprising that efforts to predict violence inevitably have
started to focus on “juvenile psychopathy.”

The difficulties with such a strategy are multiple in nature. First, the relatively transient quality of
behavioural patterns in normal adolescence make it likely that assessment with measures adapted
from adult instruments have a high probability of identifying normal youths as psychopaths. In
addition, and although some of these measures have already been developed, they have not yet
been sufficiently validated, nor do they yet have published guidelines on their use. These
deficiencies are problematic. For example, if the existing assessment tools are to be useful, they
must measure stable traits. Yet, “there have been no published studies using the instruments... at
different points in time during... childhood or adolescence” (Seagrave and Grisso, 2002; p. 232).
Moreover, “no published studies have addressed whether high psychopathy scores in adolescence
predict high psychopathy scores in adulthood, much less a higher risk of violent and other
antisocial conduct in adulthood” (Seagrave and Grisso, 2002; p.234). Further problems exist in
interpreting any, even short—term, predictability from these measures. Indeed, some studies have
shown weak relationships between juvenile psychopathy and offending, but have not even
attempted to control for other known “risk” factors, such as substance abuse or ADHD.

Interestingly, supporters of efforts to measure psychopathy, such as Stephen Hart at Simon Fraser
University, agree with the call for caution with respect to the infiltration of adolescence by the
merchants of psychopathy. As Hart notes, “there is no consensus among developmental
psychopathologists that a personality disorder as a general class of psychopathology even exists in
childhood or adolescence... There are good reasons... to believe that personality does not
crystallize until at least late adolescence or even early adulthood.... If stable personality does not
exist... then surely personality disorder cannot” (Hart, Watt and Vincent, 2002; p. 242). In
addition, the limited information “used to assess juvenile psychopathy imposes a limit on the
accuracy and reliability of the assessment” (Hart, Watt and Vincent, 2002; p. 243). Other
researchers note that the concerns raised with respect to psychopathy hold for other measures of
psychopathology as well (see, for example, Frick, 2002 or Lam et al., 2002).

Conclusions

It is difficult to measure offending, and even more difficult to determine who the “high-rate” or
“persistent” offenders are. Equally plausible definitions will result in very different youths being
identified. These definitional issues must be kept in mind when reviewing the research on
“persistent” offenders.
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Life-course-persistent anti-social behaviour is thought to originate early in life, when the difficult
behaviour of a high-risk young child is exacerbated by a high-risk social environment. As these
children get older, the domain of factors that can be “risks” expands beyond the family to include a
large part of their social world. In contrast, most adolescent-limited youths have had a healthy
childhood and, for the most part, outgrow their delinquent activities. In addition, even though the
backgrounds of the life-course-persistent and adolescent-limited offenders were very different, their
behaviour in mid-adolescence looked