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Recently, the Federal Bureau of Investigation
(FBI) reported that crime rates increased slightly in
2005 over those of 2004.1 Another FBI report sug-
gests that crime rates increased during the first six
months of 2006, compared to the first half of
2005.2 These two reports have led commentators
and public officials to speculate about what factors
are to blame for the rise in crime. Some have sug-
gested that unruly youth and criminal gangs are to
blame, while others say that recent budget cuts to
federal law enforcement grants are responsible.3 

Social scientists need time to collect and ade-
quately analyze the recent crime data to develop
explanations for the rise. Social critics, however, are
not right to claim that the Bush Administration’s
reduction of subsidies to local law enforcement for
their routine responsibilities, through such pro-
grams as the Office of Community Oriented Policing
Services (COPS), is to blame. A better explanation is
that the U.S. may not be relying heavily enough on
criminal penalties, especially incarceration, to dis-
courage criminal activity.

Ineffective Federal Grants Do Not Decrease
Crime. Eliminating ineffective and wasteful local
law enforcement grants will not cause crime rates
to increase. Research by the Heritage Foundation
has consistently demonstrated that COPS has done
little to reduce crime.4 Nor has COPS placed
100,000 additional police officers on America’s
streets or effectively promoted the adoption of
community policing.5 Further, grant programs like
COPS that subsidize the routine operations of local

law enforcement are not the responsibility of the
federal government. 

Explaining Changing Crime Rates. If reduced
funding for ineffective and wasteful local law
enforcement grants did not cause the recent rise in
crime, then what did? To understand how crime
rates fluctuate, one must understand that there is no
single cause that entirely explains changing crime
rates. Crime rates are determined by numerous fac-
tors, including, but not limited to, demographics,
socioeconomic factors, and the effectiveness of the
criminal justice system. In terms of public policy, a
major factor contributing to falling crime rates in
recent years has been the increased use of incarcera-
tion. After controlling for socioeconomic factors that
may influence crime rates, research based on trends
in multiple jurisdictions over several years indicates
that incarceration reduces crime significantly.6 

The Prison Buildup Decreased Crime. Profes-
sor William Spelman of the University of Texas at
Austin estimates that the drop in crime during the
1990s would have been 27 to 34 percent smaller
without the prison buildup.7 In another study, Pro-
fessor Spelman analyzed the impact of incarceration
in Texas counties from 1990 to 2000.8 The most
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significant factor responsible for the drop in crime
in Texas was the state’s prison expansion.12345678

Professor Joanna M. Shepherd of Clemson Uni-
versity found that truth-in-sentencing laws, which
require violent felons to serve up to 85 percent of
their sentences, reduced violent crime rates.9 These
laws reduced county murder rates per 100,000 res-
idents by 1.2 incidents. Assaults and robberies were
reduced by 44.8 and 39.6 incidents per 100,000
residents, respectively. Rapes and larcenies were
reduced by 4.2 and 89.5 incidents per 100,000 res-
idents.10 Professor Steven Levitt of the University of

Chicago found that for each prisoner released from
prison, there was an increase of almost 15 reported
and unreported crimes per year.11 

Two studies by Thomas B. Marvell of Justec
Research in Williamsburg, Virginia, and Carlisle E.
Moody of the College of William and Mary support
these findings of the effects of incarceration. In a
1994 study of 49 states’ incarceration rates from
1971 to 1989, Marvell and Moody found that about
17 crimes (mainly property crimes) were averted for
each additional prisoner put behind bars.12 In a
study using national data from 1930 to 1994, Mar-
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vell and Moody found that a 10 percent increase in
the total prison population was associated with a 13
percent decrease in homicide, after controlling for
socioeconomic factors.13 

More Ex-Prisoners on the Street, More Crime.
And now the prison buildup may be partially respon-
sible for the recent increase in crime. Just as putting
criminals behind bars decreases crime, releasing crim-
inals back into society increases crime. The Depart-
ment of Justice estimates that over 600,000 prisoners
have been released from federal and state prison in
each of the last several years.14 Former prisoners have
high arrest rates after returning to society. 

A Justice Department study of 272,111 state pris-
oners released in 1994 found that two-thirds of
prisoners are rearrested within three years.15 After
release, these offenders generated:

• Over 744,000 total arrests, 

• 2,871 arrests for murder, 

• 2,362 arrests for kidnapping, 

• 2,444 arrests for rape, 

• 3,151 arrests for other sexual assaults, 

• 21,245 arrests for robbery, and

• 54,604 arrests for assault.16 

The highest rearrest rates were for robbers (70.2
percent), burglars (74.0 percent), larcenists (74.6

percent), and motor vehicle thieves (78.8 per-
cent).17 Prior to their re-imprisonment, these pris-
oners accounted for 4.1 million arrests, including
550,004 violent crime arrests.18 

The high cost that released prisoners impose on
society has been empirically demonstrated by Pro-
fessor Steven Raphael of the University of Califor-
nia—Berkeley and Professor Michael A. Stoll of the
University of California, Los Angeles.19 Professors
Raphael and Stoll analyzed the relationship between
prisoner releases and state crime rates from 1977 to
1999. Increased prisoner releases were associated
with increased murder, rape, robbery, burglary, and
larceny rates. 

Conclusion. America faced a real problem when
the prison-building and sentence-strengthening
movements began—a wave of violent crime that left
much of the nation gripped in fear. The situation
improved in the 1990s and 2000s, but the problem
has not gone away. Americans do not love prisons.
But some clearly need to be in prison for the safety
of the rest. As long as that is the case, authorities
must do what it takes to incarcerate those people
who commit serious and violent crimes.

—David B. Muhlhausen, Ph.D., is Senior Policy
Analyst in the Center for Data Analysis at The Heritage
Foundation.
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