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Crime Dynamics in Los Angeles
The United States experienced an unprecedented reduction in crime from the mid-1990s to
2010. The nation suffered from high crime rates in the 1980s through the early 1990s, and now
some of our cities are as safe as they were in the early 1960s (Fritsvold, 2019). In 1992 Los
Angeles logged a record high of 1094 homicides, and by 2010 that number decreased to 293 (FBI,
2019). In the same period, crime showed substantial crime reductions throughout the United States.
Nationwide by 2007, rape, robbery, homicide, burglary larceny, and auto theft were down nearly
40 percent from the peak of the U.S. crime wave in 1991 (Barker, 2010, p. 490). The decline was
unprecedented in U.S. history and received considerable attention from policymakers and police
officials as to the cause (Barker, 2010, p. 490).
Prominent academics joined in the research and tried to solve the mystery of the crime
drop (Barker, 2010, p. 490). Researchers have examined the efficacy of the criminal justice
system, better policing, demographic shifts, abortion, improved economy, and the end of the crack
epidemic for answers to the decline (Barker, 2010, pp. 491-492). Attention was also focused on
incarceration rates that increased dramatically from 1991 to 1998; California increased its prison
population 52 percent and subsequently experienced a 36 percent decline in crime (Fritsvold,
2019). Nonetheless, economist Steve Levitt in his study said that increased incarceration rates
could only account for about 25 percent in the reduction of crime (Fritsvold, 2019). The report
“Incarceration and Crime: A Complex Relationship” from the Sentencing Project attributed the
improved economy and other factors to account for the remaining 75 percent decrease in crime
nationally (Fritsvold, 2019).
Los Angeles congruently had a significant decrease in crime across all categories during
this period. Concerning crime overall, Part I crimes reported in 1992 were 338,531 and by 2010
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declined to 111,188, which is a decrease of 68 percent (FBI, 2019). Violent crime (murder, nonnegligent manslaughter, rape, robbery, aggravated assault) decreased from a high of 88,919
incidents in 1992 to 21,484 in 2010; a 76 percent decline. Property crime (burglary, larceny, auto
theft) declined from a high of 249,612 to 89,704 in 2010; a 64 percent drop. (FBI, 2019) These
statistics are a significant reduction in crime and more substantial than the national decline.
One factor in Los Angeles that may have contributed to the diminution of crime was the
change in racial demographics of South Los Angeles; which historically had the highest reported
level of crime in the city (LAPD, 2017). The black population of South Los Angeles decreased by
16.4 percent from 1990 to 2009, while Hispanics increased 16.7 percent during the same period
(Sanchez & Ito, 2011, p. 5). Correspondingly of significance is that 34 percent of the Hispanic
population were immigrants from Mexico. Sanchez and Ito in their report “Changing
Demographics of South LA” state that immigrants have had a significant and yet stable presence
in the community (Sanchez & Ito, 2011, p. 25). One more reason to consider may be the policing
style of the Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD) had changed. Los Angeles experienced the
1992 riots, and as a result, police-community relations were at an all-time low. Post-riots the LAPD
made concerted efforts to improve the public-police partnership (Elinson, 2017).
An additional explanation for the substantial crime drop in Los Angeles may have been the
increased incarceration rate in California. In 1980, California prisons housed 24,000 inmates, and
by 2010 the number increased seven-fold to 165,000 inmates (U.S. DOJ, 2019). Steven Levitt
attributes approximately a 25 percent decrease in crime due to the increased incarceration rate.
Therefore, the 75 percent gap must be attributed to other reasons. One cause may include the fact
that the young adult population of the United States declined dramatically as the post-war baby
boom generation became older. According to the Bureau of Justice statistics, young adults and
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teenagers are more likely to be involved in crime (Barker, 2010). Therefore, it stands to reason
that Los Angeles experienced the same decline in youth cohorts during the 1990s. Los Angeles
also experienced a demographic shift of African Americans moving out of South Los Angeles;
which is a factor to consider because African American males are over-represented in the
California State prison system. It is also noteworthy that Los Angeles County provided nearly 40
percent of the increase in the State prison population (Elinson, 2017). Supplementary issues may
have been that the economy was strong in the 1990s, and there was a conclusion to the crack
epidemic of the 1980s which contributed to higher crime rates (Elinson, 2017). The determinate
sentencing law may have had an effect as well; passed in 1979 offenders were required to serve
longer sentences, and parole revocation was used frequently to send people back to prison
(Krisberg, 2016). Furthermore, in 1994, California voters enacted the Three Strikes Law that
mandated 25 years to life of anyone convicted of three or more felonies, and it also doubled the
sentence of people convicted of two felonies (Krisberg, 2016).
In conclusion, scholars have not found the magic bullet as to the reduction of crime in Los
Angeles in the 1990s. As stated beforehand the following factors most likely contributed to the
decline: A determinate sentencing law and the Three Strikes rule which increased incarceration
rates (Krisberg, 2016). Demographic changes including a stabilizing immigrant influence, to
include the 18-24-year-old population becoming smaller (Sanchez & Ito, 2011). Equally
contributing were the winding down of the crack epidemic and an improved economy (Elinson,
2017). Better police effectiveness may be a factor, but that it is hard to quantify since arrests
dropped from a high of 30,000 a year to 15,000 a year post-1992 riots on the LAPD (LAPD, 2011).
What is apparent is that politicians and police chiefs cannot claim credit for the crime drop alone.

CRIME DYNAMICS IN LOS ANGELES

5
References

Barker, V. (2010). Explaining the Great America Crime Decline: A Review of Blumstein and Wallman,
Goldberger, and Rosenfeld, and Zimring. 35(2), 489-516.
Elinson, Z. (2017, April 29). The 1992 Riots Changed Policing in LA., but Some Say Not Enough. Wall
Street Journal. Retrieved from https://www.wsj.com/articles/the-1992-riots-changed-policingin-l-a-but-some-say-not-enough-1493467200
FBI. (2016). 2016 Crime in the United States. Washington D.C.: United States Department of Justice.
Retrieved from https://ucr.fbi.gov/crime-in-the-u.s/2016/crime-in-the-u.s.-2016/cius-2016
FBI. (2019). Crime Reported by Los Angeles Police Dept, California. Retrieved February 12, 2019, from
Uniform Crime Reporting Statistics: Federal Bureau of Investigation:
https://www.bjs.gov/ucrdata/Search/Crime/Local/RunCrimeJurisbyJuris.cfm
Fritsvold, E. (2019). LEPS 500: Critical Issues in Law Enforcement and Public Safety: Presentation 4.1: The
Great Crime Drop. Retrieved from ole.sandiego.edu:
https://ole.sandiego.edu/ultra/courses/_56459_1/cl/outline
Krisberg, B. (2016). How Do You Eat an Elephant? Reducing Mass Incarceration in California One Small
Bite at a Time . The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 136-154.
LAPD. (2011). Annual Report. Los Angeles: Los Angeles Police Department. Retrieved from
http://assets.lapdonline.org/assets/pdf/publisher%20ANNUAL%20REPORT2011.pdf
LAPD. (2017). Homicide Report 2017. Retrieved from Official Site of the Los Angeles Police Department:
http://assets.lapdonline.org/assets/pdf/2017-homi-report-final.pdf

CRIME DYNAMICS IN LOS ANGELES
Sanchez, J., & Ito, J. (2011). Changing Demographics of South LA. Los Angeles: USC Program for
Environmental & Regional Equality. Retrieved from
https://dornsife.usc.edu/assets/sites/242/docs/SLA_COCO_Demographics_web.pdf
U.S. DOJ. (2019). Corrections Statistical Analysis Tool. Retrieved from Bureau of Justice Statistics:
https://www.bjs.gov/index.cfm?ty=nps

6

