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Abstract
Reports in the media suggest that crime rates are rising and rising fast.  Too, the crimes being committed appear to be more horrific and the criminals more dangerous.  

This paper examines objective information on crime rates, police apprehension rates and changes in the rates of murder and serious violence over the last ten years.  This paper also examines changes in the amount of youth offending and in the numbers imprisoned.

The evidence indicates that crime rates are, for the most part, falling or stable. Police are resolving a greater proportion of the crime reported to them and doing so more speedily.  Young people are coming to attention for offending less often. Murder rates do not seem to be increasing but some recent increases in violence are discussed.  Comparisons are made of our imprisonment patterns with those in other countries. 

The reasons for declining crime rates are not entirely clear.  It may be that are responses are becoming more effective.  There may have been changes in social and economic factors.  Whatever the reason, it seems highly unlikely, that we are currently in danger of being engulfed in a rising tide of crime although our imprisonment rates are soaring compared to elsewhere.
Introduction

Reports in the media and public impressions suggest that crime rates are rising and rising fast, the crimes are more horrific and the criminals are more dangerous. Concerns are also being expressed about whether we have the resources to respond effectively.  This article aims to present information on changes in crime rates, types of crimes and responses to crime in New Zealand over the last ten to twelve years.
What evidence is available?

Crime statistics are collected in many different ways.  Each method provides a different type of information, has different uses and different limitations.  Crimes reported by the public are the ones that are investigated but not all will figure in the list of crimes resolved by the police – these are ones where a solution has been arrived at but this will not always mean that a crime has been confirmed or an offender has been identified and dealt with through the justice system.  Apprehensions are different again – they are about the number of offences (not offenders) dealt with by the justice system. In this article annual rates based on population size are presented across fairly long periods of time wherever possible, as these rates are the best way of examining trends.  Even then there are complexities in explaining and comparing data that baffle everyone, including criminologists. This is undoubtedly why so many of the claims about crime trends reported in the media are inaccurate or misleading. 

How much crime is occurring?
Victim surveys When Pat Mayhew and James Reilly  (2006:1) compared data from the two most recent victim surveys they concluded that:

The risks of being a victim of violence have not changed much between 2000 and 2005. … For household offences such as burglary and vehicle crime there appears to have been an increase between 2000 and 2005, but not a large one (p16).

However, victim surveys often include many relatively minor matters and not all the events that people report would actually be seen as crimes by the justice system.  

Crimes reported to police:  Another source of information, and probably the most useful one, is the record of crimes reported to or discovered by the police.  These data, presented in Graph 1, are corrected for the size of population and show that from 1998 to 2007 the rate at which offences are being reported to the police, has been declining: 

Graph 1
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We cannot be entirely confident that this decline is because our crime prevention strategies are effective, but it certainly does not suggest that we are going in the wrong direction. Criminologists have never been able to point definitively to the factors responsible for rising and falling crime trends although many different theories have been tested.  Economic downturns, unemployment rates, local disasters, better security, changing demographic patterns, and various changes in the culture and life-style have all been examined.  Even increased policing does not seem to necessarily change crime rates although, collectively, all these factors may play a part.  But none provide adequate and reliable answers. Nevertheless, the fact that crime is not increasing in New Zealand is certainly good news.  

Are the police effective in apprehending offenders? 
The data show that over the last ten years, the police have become more effective in resolving crimes within standard times. Overall, the resolution rate has gone from about 36% of all reported crimes to nearly 50%. 
Even more important are the high and improving resolution rates for the most serious offences.  For serious violence the resolution rate has gone from 71% to 80% and the murder resolution rate has gone from 62% to 91% - see Graph 2. These rates can compare favourably with anywhere else in the world.  In the longer term, the percentages of resolved cases will be higher than the rates shown here; for example, the New Zealand Police report, that over time, they resolve close to 100% of all the cases of murder reported to them. 

Graph 2 
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Police Resolution percentages for murder and serious violence 1998-2007
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What sort of crimes? 
Murder and serious violence 
Once offenders have been apprehended it is possible to look more carefully at questions of changes in the type of offences are being committed and by which groups of people. Data are available on changing rates of offenders being apprehended for murder and serious violence in relation to all offences for which offenders have been apprehended.   A word of warning though, these data count offences for which people appear in court but they do not tell us about the number of individuals involved in this offending; that number will be much smaller. 
Graph 3
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These data show that, as in other comparable countries, crime rates have been going down.  They also show that a relatively small proportion of the offences dealt with involve murder or even serious violence – in most years around ten percent.  

The graph also shows that there have been relatively more cases involving violence in recent years.  In part this is due to the increased success of the Police in bringing these types of offenders to justice.  Pat Mayhew and James Reilly (2006.1) also discuss this apparent indicator of an increase in violence between 2001 and 2005.  They point out that a lot of the increase comes from a larger number of cases in this category involving threats of violence and there was no increase in the reporting of actual assaults.  They suggest that this may reflect a declining tolerance of violent behaviour, particularly in relation to partner violence resulting in more reporting and apprehending of these cases. 
There has also been an increase in the number of court appearances for murder from about 12 to about 15 in a million people.  This is likely to reflect the increasingly rapid resolution of these cases by police.   Because the numbers involved are quite small there is a lot of fluctuation in these figures.   Thus, it is not yet clear whether any apparent upward trend is real of just the result of chance and more rapid resolution of offences. 

In 2002 a paper from the Ministry of Justice  (Segessenmann, 2002). compared the amount of violent crime in New Zealand with that in other countries The paper concluded that the definitions of ‘violent crime’ in each of the English speaking countries  examined were so different that reliable comparisons were impossible. For instance, in the USA only the deadly and the most damaging crimes are defined as ‘violence’ while New Zealand counts everything including minor bruises and threats under this heading.    However, after a careful examination of the figures for roughly comparable offence types, the report did conclude (with caveats) that the rate of violence of a comparably serious nature in New Zealand in 2000 was probably about 10% higher than in Australia, 13% lower than in England and Wales and about 44% lower than in Canada.  They also concluded that all these countries have a much less serious crime problem than the USA where the comparable rate was almost four times the rate for New Zealand. 
Are young people offending more often?
It is frequently argued that it is young people who are becoming more dangerous.  Certainly, when dramatic events occur in particular neighbourhoods, it is easy to get this impression.   But crime hot spots go in cycles.  A few years later this so-called crime prone neighbourhood or town will appear quiet and law abiding although nothing much has happened - except that a few ring-leaders have left town or grown up.   Meanwhile the overall picture can have been quite different throughout the entire period.  

Recent data from the Ministry of Justice from 1995-2007 (Graph 4) shows that the rate at which young people are being apprehended has been on the decline and this has been particularly so since 2001. 

Graph 4

 


Relatively few of the offences involving children and young people are ones that involve violence. The largest amount of the more serous crimes and the most violent crimes are for the most part committed by of adults.  

Concerns about rising crime

Regardless of the facts, there is little doubt that many people believe that nationally crime is getting worse and that the authorities are not coping. The Mayhew and Reilly 2006 (2) report on community safety indicates that although fears about public safety had risen since 2001.  This was despite the fact that the proportion of people who felt that there was currently a crime problem in their neighbourhood ‘showed no real change … between the current survey in 2006 and the two previous surveys in 2001 and 2006) (p7).   

Current concerns inevitably reflect the amount and type of media coverage, particular that given to the most violent and distressing crimes. Commenting on the influence of the media, the BBC has recently reported that in the UK, crime stats have gone down even though two thirds of people in England and Wales believe crime is going up (Easton, 2008).    New Zealand data collected by the author and a colleague just prior to the Olympics on the TV News showed that on average about 20% of the main TV news stories were about crime and about half were stories dealt with on either crime or disasters.  Jeremy Rose of Media Watch recently presented data comparing the emphasis on crime and violent deaths in selected lead newspapers around the world; New Zealand came third in the number of such stories (Rose, 2008). 

It is not only the amount but it is the type of coverage that is a problem.  Inaccurate and selective reporting of crime statistics emphasises rises in crime rather than providing a balanced account.  Choice of commentators is another problem   Using of self-styled sensible sentencers and the police union rather than knowledgeable and unbiased experts increases the negativity of tone. The outcome is to distort our perception of crime, unwarrantedly increase fearfulness about personal safety and undermine public confidence in those who are responding to it. 

One way of improving public understanding would be to seek factual information from those who work with and understand the information on crime and seek commentary from more informed sources that work and research in the area.  
Imprisonment numbers and rates

In 2004, the United Nations published data comparing the rates of imprisonment in different countries throughout the world.  These data are presented in Figure 1.

Figure 1 Imprisonment rates: international comparisons (Data from 1993-2003) 
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Figure 1 shows that New Zealand has the one of the highest rates of imprisonment per head of population among all OECD countries – second only to the United States and ahead of all the countries we most commonly compare ourselves with such as Australia, the UK and Canada.

We are far and away ahead of countries like Iceland, Denmark, Norway and Japan.  Yet these are the countries that we compare most closely to in the Global Peace Index figures for 2008.    Table 1 sets out a selection of this data showing not only the top countries including New Zealand but also Australia, UK, Canada and US which all perform much more poorly. 

Table 1  Global Peace index rankings for selected countries in 2008

	Country
	Rank

	  Iceland
	1

	  Denmark
	2

	  Norway
	3

	  New Zealand
	4

	  Japan
	5

	  Canada
	11

	  Hong Kong
	23

	  Australia
	27

	  United Kingdom
	49

	  United States
	97

	  Iraq
	140


Our prison rates are therefore much higher than other similarly peaceful countries.  They are even higher than those of many much less peaceful countries including places like Australia, the UK and many others not shown here.  

Figure 2   Numbers of prisoners sentenced from 1980 - 2007
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Police apprehension rates per 10,000 population by   age groups for all offences 1995-
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The data in Figure 2 show that dramatic increases in numbers of prisoners occurred since 1987 and have continued since 1997 when the amount of crime being reported, detected and brought to court was actually declining.  On the other hand, violent crime did not increase markedly over this period.  Rather, what happened was a steady and continued stream of changes that have led to more offenders being sent to prison.  In addition, more of those being sent to prison are serving longer sentences with the result that the actual prison musters have risen even more dramatically than shown in this data. 
Figure 3   Comparative incarceration rates per 100,000 population 1992-2008 for New Zealand and selected countries.
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Figure 3 provides additional data on what has happened up in the years from 1992 to 2008 for New Zealand and the countries we are most often compare ourselves with.  They confirm that since the Sentencing Act 2002 our rates have been rising even more sharply than in other comparable countries.

These data suggest that our punitive responses towards crime are quite out of proportion to the quality of life and the quantity of crime we are experiencing compared to other parts of the world
In conclusion

An analysis of the most reliable and relevant crime and victimisation statistics presently available indicates that currently crime in New Zealand is dropping or stable and our responses to crime are becoming more effective..  Police are resolving more crime speedily. Young people are coming to attention less often now than early in the last ten years. And there is little to indicate that unreported crime is increasing (Mayhew and Reilly, 2006 (1))
Innovative methods of community policing and increasingly effective methods of reducing re-offending once young people offend may also be playing a part.  Certainly many aspects of our police and justice practices - in particular our involvement of communities in solutions, our effective use of diversion and restorative justice response - are regarded by many overseas commentators as cutting edge innovation.  Other evidence presented in this forum suggests ways to extend our effectiveness. 

At the same time our imprisonment rates are increasing out of proportion both to the amount of crime that is occurring and responses elsewhere in the world. Sound economics would certainly seem to indicate decreased imprisonment rates and an emphasis on extending effective preventive responses to crime.
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Graphs 1 and 2 were supplied by the New Zealand Police.

Graphs 3 and 4 were supplied by the Ministry of Justice.
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� 	This article is based on material collected for an article published in the New Zealand Listener September2008.


� Data supplied by the Department of Corrections.


� The peace index is based on measures of ongoing domestic conflict, of societal safety and security (including levels of trust, violent crime and homicides) and of militarisation. 
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