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Youth Crime ad Our Response: An upea

Many Canadians cadimue to
believe that youth crime is‘out of
control” andthat “gettingtougher” on
young people who commit @aminal
actsis the way taesolve the prceived
crisis. It is not uncommon to hear
calls for public shaming through the
publicationof names, longer tems of
imprisonment harsher conditiongn
youth prisons and even applying
criminal justice resposes to childen
asyoung as l1lQ@ears of age Media
coverageof sensational emés and the

crimes committed by youh), longer-

What is the nature of youth

tem trendsand responses to the youngrime?

peoplewho commit the crimes. The

federal government is poised to
propose important clanges to the
youth justice system,some of which
are likely to be regressive tyen the
public mood and the deandsof some
provincial governmerg including
Ontario. It is inperative that we
carefully and critically examineaany
proposedchangesn light of up-to-dée
facts on youth dme.

quick-fix responses delivered by
politicianshave servetb reinforce the
fears ard the hard dtituces toward

our children and youth.

A number ofpreviousFact Shest
producedby the JohHoward Society
of Ontario dealt with the reality of
youthcrimeand themyths surrounding
the responsg to youth crime. The
factsbased on trend and currefsta at
thetime chdenged ndbns of a yath
crime-wave,the leniency otheYoung
Offenders Act (YOA) and the
effectivenessf “gettough” measures.
Hasthe situatiorchangedsignificantly
in the intervening years? The purpog
of this Fact Sheet is to present up-t(
date data on: te curren picture d

Chat 1
Rate of Youths Charged
(per 100,000 population age 12 to 17)
Canada 1986 to 1996

Totd Rate
1986 - 4,797
1996 - 4874
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youth crime (the nature and exieof

While media reports and
conventionaknowledge would siggst
that most youth ae charged with
seriouscrimes, particulaty ones that
areviolent in néure, the most recent
data demonstrate hat this is not the
case Of all youhs charged wuh
Criminal Code offences in996,

# the majoity
charged with
offences;

of those chaged with violent
offences, slightly over one-half
(51%) were chaged with
assaul level 1 which involes
no weapon and no serious
injury;

the offence resultng in the
most se&ious pesoral injury
(homicide, atenpted nurde,
assault level 3 and sexual
assault level 3) acconted for
2.15% of those charged with a
violent offence and0.4% of
those charged with Criminal
Code offences;

of all youths chargedwith
offences, 56% were charged

B81%) wee
non-violent
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with propetty offences of which
almostone-half(48%)were for
theft under $500 offences
(most commonly shoplifting);
those charged with rischief
accountedfor 26% of thos
charged with other Criminal
Code offences.

Isyouth crimeincreasing?

Challengingthe notion tht youth
crime hasbeen steadily in@asing over
the last decade, an analysis of tren
datain the number of guths chaged
in CanaddChart 1) showshat:

# the rate of yoths charged ith
all Criminal Code offences was
at about the same level in 1996
(the most recentlata available)
asit was in 1986 (the we& of
the full implementédon of the
provisions of the YOA to
include those age 16 and 17 );
the peak yeawas 1991 andt
has been dec¢hing steady
since then.

The rae d youhs taged with
property offences actually deea®d
by 21% since 1986 largeldue to
decreasef the rate of youthsharged

Chart 2

Numbersof CanadiansAge 12 to 17
Charged with Homicide
1972 to 1996

What the experts say:

We would suggest that crime generally and youth crime in particular are
probably not increasing, or, if they are increasi ng, they have not reached a

level that should alarm us. (1995)
A.N. Doob, V. Marinos and K. Varma (University of Toronto)

Violent youth crime is hardly, as many crime contrd advocates vehemently
suggest, out of contrd. (1995)

While we believethe evidence supports the view that there has been real and
substantial increasesin youth violence (other than homicide) in recent years,
these changes must be put into perspedive. Whilethe inareases maybereal,
the incidence remains rel atively low. Violent youth crime is certainly not
running rampant and non-violent crime remains the staple of youth crime.
(1994)

R. Corrado (Simon Fraser University) and Markwart (B.C. Ministry of
the Attorney Geeral)

d

Theincrease in policereported violent youth crime is considerably smaller
than was suggested by Corrado and Markwart’s analyses, is concentrated
in mainly non-violent offences against the person and appears to be part of
a larger social trend, not unique to young offendes. (1995)

accounted for more of the violent
offencecategory in 1996 (51%Mhanin
1986(43%). While there hadveen an
increasen youhs ©iageald with nore
serious violent offences such as
robkery amd asault level 2, the
other crime offences imeased by incidenceof these offencess relatively
36%. What hadargely driven this low ard is not refletve of youh
increasds not anyoffences associated crime generally. With respeco the
with ham to another’'s person or mostserious violenbffence there is
propertybut adramatic inease irthe no discerniblérend n the rumbe's of
bail violations category, primarily youthschaged with honicide Chat
failure to appar in court. 2).

The rate of youthscharged with
violent offences hagisen ty 121%
from 1986 to 1996. This increase has
beendue considrablyto an increasm
assaultevel 1 chargeg¢no weaporand
no serious injury) which ros&62% in
the same tira period. Assaulevel 1,

with break and entef-37%)and thef
(-21%).

Somecategories of offeres have
shown inceasesandit is important @
examinewhat undeiies the increases.

The rate of youthsharged with

Are we bemoming “soft” in

responding to youth crime?

To answerthis question,we need
to look at the evidencerelating to
trends in police charging practices,

the offence met oftenassocia with youth court appearances an
“zero tolerance”policiesandpractices sentencingandtheyouth incarceration
gy which allow for lessdiscretion around rate.
rEREER R R R reporting incidents to the police and
Source: Canadian Centre for listice Satistics the |ay|ng of chages by the pOliCG,
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Police charging practices

With first-time offendes
comnitting minor offences, police
frequentlydecide not to laycharges.
In such casegyolicemay decid¢hat it
would be a sufficient and eftéve
consequencéo takethe young person
home to mrentsor © wan him/her.
Thee is no evidence thgiolice have
beenless likelyto lay charge®ver the
pastdecade. Ofhose youth&seen
to be associated with a iaminal

Ontario is higher than the ational
average andlmost three times higher
than Quebec (chart 3). Quebeds less
likely to criminalize youth
misbehaviourand appear tobemae
willing and ablgo use altatives to
the youthjustice gstem.

In 199506, 111027 casesweae
processedn youth cousin Canada of
which 80% were for non-violent
offences Of thecaseavhere thee was

offence”, 64% were charged in
1996,compared wh 63% in 1986.
Police charged sliptly over one-
half of those youths “ass@ted”
with a criminal dfense m theearly
1980's, challenging the ation that
police aregdting “sdter” since the
introductionof the Young Offenders
Act in 1984, .

Youth court appearances and
sentencing

While conventional knowledge
sugegess tha young offendes ae
not beingheld acountable dr their

Chat 3
Rate of Persons Appearingin Youth Court

(per 100,000 population age 12 to 17)
By durigdiction 1995/96
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behaviour, recentevidence indicates
that there has beema greater
increasein youth court cases than
youths chargedin the past years.
Statistics Canaal repots thatbetween
1987/88and 1995/96theyouh mourt
caserate increased% while tte rate
of youths chaged with Ciminal Code
offences rose 2.5%.

While all of the provines operate
under the Young Offenders Act, there
is a great deal of imrprovincial
variation in the use of yout courts.
Cortray to what some pnancial
politicians and meth stories refleg
mare of Ontario’s puth per capitare
dealt with in youth court than most
otherjurisdictions inCanada. The rate
of young persons (per populatiage

a finding of guilt, 33% received a
sentence of custody, a figure which has
increased fron80% in 1991/92. For
those who believe that theyouh
systemis more lenienthan the adult

ranking the highest in the usef
custody in Canada relative tother
sentence§probatia, fines,communty
savice [restitution) that could be
imposed.  Ontario youth ourts
imposeda sentence afustody in 42%
of thecaseswhee haewas a finding
of guilt, a figure that ha increased
from 36% in 1991/92.

Most sentences to custpdare 4
morths or less which should not be
surprisinggiventhat most caseare
for non-violent offenes. Again
chalenging the notion of the
leniency of youth curt rdative to
adultcourt, a studyf sentencingn
adultcourtsin 1995086 by Statistics
Canada slowed a remarkapl

similar pattern in terms of the
percentage of shorter sentences
imposed. When one considsrthat
thee is no remissior{time off for
good behaviour) in tk youth
system,youth custody esntencedgor
many offences can be #ectivdy
longer, asa 1994 study by Corrado
and Markwart concluded.

Much attetion has been
directedat the length of sgence for
seriousviolent offences byouths.
Little attention, howeverhasbeen

givento the amadments tdhe Young
OffendersActin the 19905 whichhave
already resulted in subantially
increasingthe severy of sentences
youthsface. Now a young offender

system, it should be noted that theconvictedof murder in a yoth caurt

relative use of custody for youths i

canbe sentencedo atem d 10 yers

similar to adult court where 33% of (with at least 6 yearso be servedn

cases where g@iilt was establishd
resultedin a prisonsentence.Of cases
whee a sentace of custody was
imposed in youh urt the vast
majority (83%) were for non-violent
offences.

Interprovingal variation is agin
evident in the useof custody in
sentencing in youth cous with

custody). Amendmenthiavemade it
easierto transfer a young offender age
16 and 17 chaged with a serigs
violent offenceto adultcourt whee, if
convicted, he/she would face the
maximumpenalties set for adults and
sewe all or a potion of that sergnce
in an adult prison. A young person
charged with murder, transferred to

12 to 17) appearingri youth court in Ontario (and Prince Edward Island)adult court and convictedwill be

The John Howard Society of Ontario

Youth crime: An update

April 1998



sentencedo life imprisonment and can
be released only if approved by th
National Parole Board.

Youth incarceration rate

Contrary topublic perception, the
nunbesofyowng dferdeasin custody
hasincreasedsubstantially since 1986
On averae in 199495, tlere wee
4,186 sentenad young ofénders in
custodyin Canada,a number that hag
increased26% over the last decade
Furhe, thee werean average of56
young people tmpaarily in custody

awaiting a hearing. The number @

Facts, not myths. The basis for
good juvenile justice policy

Chat 4

e .
Youth Incarceration Rate

(per 100,000 population age 12 to 17)

By duridiction 1986/87 to 1994/95 As we make desions about the

evolution of our juverle justice
policy, we cannbafford tobe driven
by our understandable anger, harr
and sense of vulerability connected
with incidens of sensabnal crimes
committedby youth. Siccherimes ae
rare ard are not reflective of the
reality of youh crime generally. The
up-to-da¢ facts ¢ll us that:
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# youth crime is not “out of

control”; and

fSource: Canadian Centre for listice Statistics

youngpeoplen custodyranslates into

an inaarceration rate (per 100,000 incarcerationrate less than enhalf

personsage 12 to 17) of®. The
youthincarceation rate $ higherthan
for adults. The comparald adult

incarcerationrate (per 100,000 adultin Ontario in the kst decadeis

population) is 151.

Ontario accaints for more of the
total sentenced yown offendes in
custodyin Canada43%) than itshae
of the national youth populan
(36%). Compare this with Qlec
which brings feweryoung offaders to
court and sentgces proportionale
less of those found guilty toustody.
Quebec has 25% of the yobt
populationin Canada yet aoants for
only 12% of tke nunber of young
offerdeas in custody. Quieec, the
province that is closst to Ontario in

# the youth justice systemas it
currently operates under the
Young Offenders Act is not
“lenient ard permssive”.

that of Ontario (Chart 4).

The growth in the nmbes of
sertencedyoung offenders in custody
A careful analysis othe facts can
considerable(40%) and exceedd reduce the sse of urgencand panic
nationaltrend. This runs contrary tocregded by myths and theefir and
claims of many provincial politicians anger induced by those yths.
who contend that the treatmte of Reducedfear @nfree s to examine
young offenders has become too softhe research on “what works” to
andadvocatéor harsher punishments. preventcrime and reduce re-offending
Becausef the negative consequees andto develop enligtened policieso
of incarceration (disrupgn of promote healthier environments and
educationwork, family life and other hopeful oppotunities for our children

pro-social influences) and i andyouth Straegesbaedon nore
ineffectivenes in redudng re- humiliationard nore punshnen ae
offending in compaison to not only expensive andeffective but

interventiors in the community, we also are witlout hope.
needto develop strategies to limit, not

size and urban nie-up, has a youth expand, the use of custody.
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