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HowNewJOrk
Beat Crime
With its judicious use of cops and innovative
methods, the Big Apple is a model for how
to stem homicides, muggings and other ills
By Franklin E. Zimring
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OR THE PAST TWO DECADES NEW YORKERS HAVE BEEN THE BENEFICIARIES OF

the largest and longest sustained drop in street crime ever experienced by a big city in the developed world. In less than a generation,
rates of several common crimes that inspire public fear-homicide,
robbery and burglary-dropped by more than 80 percent. By 2009
the homicide rate was lower than it had been in 1961. The risk of being robbed was less than one sixth of its 1990 level, and the risk of
car theft had declined to one sixteenth.
1\venty years ago most criminologists and sociologists would have doubted that a
metropolis could reduce this kind of crime by so much. Although the scale of New York
City's success is now well known and documented, most people may not realize that
the city's experience showed many of modern America's dominant assumptions con-
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In the 1990s rates of the most
common crimes plunged in most
of the U.S., but in New York C11;y
the drop has lasted twice as long
and has gone twice as deep.

fllustrations by Gary Kelly

New York's successes have defied common assumptions, such
as that drug use fosters crime and
that locking people up reduces it
The city's story shows that peo-

pie are not hardwired to be criminals and suggests that other cities
might achieve similar results by
putting more cops on the streets,
especiallY at"hotspots" of crime.
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CRIME DATA

A Citywide
Cool-Off
Crime rates fell across the U.S. throughout
the 1990s, but in New York they kept falling
for another decade, and the decline went
twice as deep as in most other big cities.
Here a combined index of the six most serious crimes (homicide, rape, assault, car theft,
burglary and robbery} is displayed by police
district. The most dangerous neighborhoods, in Brooklyn and the Bronx, zypically
showed the biggest improvements.
[See details ofthe calculations, as well as
more maps and data, at ScientificAmerican.
com/aug2011/crime.]

Urban Myths, Shattered
Several common assumptions about how best to fight crime-sucli
as lowering drug use, reducing poverty and unemployment or locking more people up-have been proved wrong by New York's numbers: the city cut down crime by 80 percent in the past two decades
without making significant changes along those lines. Still, to improve things much further, New York may need to tackle deeper
social issues such as income inequalities, racial segregation and
the quality of education.
1990

cerning crime to be flat wrong, including that lowering crime requires first tackling poverty, unemployment and drug use and that
it requires throwing many people in jail or moving minorities out
of city centers. Instead New York made giant strides toward solving its crime problem without major changes in its racial and ethnic profile; it did so without lowering poverty and unemployment
more than other cities; and it did so without either winning its
war on drugs or participating in the mass incarceration that has
taken place throughout the rest of the nation.
To be sure, the city would be even better off, not to mention
safer, if it could solve its deeper social problems-improve its
schools, reduce income inequalities and enhance living conditions in the worst neighborhoods. But a hopeful message from
New York's experience is that most crimes are largely a result of
circumstances that can be changed without making expensive
structural and social changes. People are not doomed to commit
crimes, and communities are not hardwired by their ethnic, genetic or socioeconomic character to be at risk. Moreover, the systematic changes that the city has made _in its effort to reduce
crime are not extremely expensive and can be adapted to conditions in other metropolises.
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A TRUE DECLINE
of New York City's crime decline were part of a
much broader national trend, an overall drop of nearly 40 percent
that started in the early 1990s and ended in 2000. It was the longest and largest nationwide crime drop in modern history. What
sets New York apart from this general pattern is that its decline
was twice as large as the national trend and lasted twice as long.
That extraordinary difference-between drops of 40 and 80
percent-can be seen in comparing homicide rates from 1990 and
2009 in the five largest cities in the U.S.: New York, Houston,
Philadelphia, Chicago and Los Angeles. The great crime decline
of the 1990s reduced homicide in all five cities, in four of those by
a substantial amount. But New York went from being dead center
in its homicide rates in 1990 to being the lowest of the five-more
than 30 percent below the next best city and only 40 percent of
the mean rate for the other four places.
Of course, official crime statistics are generated and verified
by the same police departments that get credit when crime rates
fall and blame when they increase. And indeed, allegations of the
New York City Police Department (NYPD) fudging data to make
the numbers look pretty have received much media attention. But

THE FIRST NINE YEARS

Maps by XNR Productions, Graphic by len Christiansen
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How It Happened
What may have made a difference for
New York crime was policing and, in
particular, a focus on "hotspots~ The
NYPD compiled detailed crime statistics in real time and used the data to
systematically focus its efforts on the
most dangerous street comers. (Having more cops on the streets may have
also helped in the 1990s, but crime continued to drop even when NYPD rolls
fell back somewhat during the 2000s.)

Poverty rates are often
blamed for crime, but the
data show no correlation

2000

2005

anecdotal evidence of police misconduct arises frequently in other places as well, including many American cities where the official numbers are not as rosy. Still, how can we be confident that
the spectacularly good news reflects the reality of street crime?
The best method to verify trends is with independent data.
Fortunately, agencies apart from the police have kept track of
two key crime indices, and their findings have corroborated the
NYPD's data. First, county health departments keep meticulous
records of all deaths and provide specific reports of what the
police classify as murder and "nonnegligent" manslaughter.
Over the 19 years when the police reported the dramatic decline in most crimes, the agreement between the health and police reports each year was practically perfect. In the second
case, auto theft (which went down by a spectacular 94 percent),
insurance companies record claims by victims. I obtained reports of theft and loss by year from two separate industry data
bureaus. The most complete statistics of insurance claims indicated a decline in theft rates of slightly more than 90 percent.
I also found independent evidence for the big drop in robbery.
Whereas simple robberies are reported at the police precinct level, killings from robberies are reported independently by a city-

wide police office, which also provides data to the FBI-and they
are harder to conceal. The rate of killings from robberies fell more
than 84 percent in all robberies. Victim surveys also have confirmed the dip in both robberies and burglaries (which are breakins, usually in which the crime victims are not around, whereas
robberies involve a direct encounter with the victim) in the city.
By American standards, then, New York City has become a
safe, low-crime urban environment. How did this happen?
GOTHAlU CROIE }IYTHS
OF NEW YORK's crime drop that paralleled the larger national downturn of the 1990s did not seem to have any distinctive local causes. The decline was not easy to tie to specific
causes either at the national level or in the city, but the same
mix of increased incarceration, higher prosperity, aging population and mysterious cyclical influences probably was responsible in both cases.
What caused the roughly half of New York City's decline that
was distinctively a local phenomenon may be easier to single
out, as we will see. The answers, however, are not what many
people would expect..
THE PART
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For example, very few drastic changes occurred in the eth- lies would require massive new investments in prisons and junic makeup of the population, the economy, schools or housing venile facilities. Since 1972 these supply-side theories were the
in the city during the 20 years after 1990. The percentage of the central justification of the sevenfold expansion of imprisonpopulation in the most arrest-prone age bracket, between 15 ment in the U.S. In the 1980s New York participated in the
and 29, declined at essentially the same rate as it did nationally, trend. But in the 1990s, while the U.S. prison and jail populaand economic growth did not reduce either poverty or unem- tion expanded by half, New York went its own way. In the first
ployment in New York significantly below the national average. seven years ·of the decade its incarceration rate rose only 15 perA common assmilption is that the u.s:s inner cities became cent, and then it began to fall. By 2008 it was 28 percent below
safer because they were "cleaned up:' or gentrified-which is the 1990 rate; nationally, incarceration was up 65 percent.
when formerly blighted neighborhoods begin to attract people
So where have all the criminals gone?
Many of them just seem to have given up on breaking the law.
of higher income, and lower-income populations are progressively pushed out by increases in rents and property taxes. Dur- The rate at which former prisoners from New York were reconing gentrification, so goes the thinkvicted because of a felony three
ing, all the poor people leave, drivyears after release-which had increased during the late 1980sing down crime rates. And indeed,
dropped by 64 percent over the
in Manhattan, the city's wealthiest
years after 1990. The NYPD still
borough, crime rates dropped along
with ethnic and economic diversity.
catches criminals, and prosecutors
But in the other three most popuand judges still send them to jail.
lous boroughs (Queens, Brooklyn
But the city has reduced its most
serious crimes by 80 percent withand the Bronx), diversity did not
out any net increase in prison popdrop; if anything, it increased. And
yet crime went way down-and at
ulations. These numbers disprove
comparable rates-in all jour of
the central tenets of supply-side
those boroughs.
crime control.
The momentous drop in street
crime-especially certain kinds-is
ESTUIATING
surprising in another respect. New
POLICE EFFECTS
York has been the illicit-drug-use
THE ONE ASPECT of crime policy
wherein the municipal government
capital of North America for at least
enacted big changes-and the only
seven decades. By all accounts, it
continues to be. In the 1980s the
obvious candidate to take credit for
the city's crime decline-was policwidespread introduction of crack
cocaine was associated with sharp
ing. Beginning in 1990, the city added more than 7,000 new uniformed
increases in homicide. The perAs incarceration rates rose
cops and made its police efforts
ceived close link between drugs and
65 percent nationwide, New
much more aggressive and focused
violence was one of the animating
on high-crime settings.
theories for the War on Drugs that
York's dropped-and serious
was declared in the decade after
The presence of more police on
crime fell by 80 percent.
1985. From the perspective of the
the street was originally thought to
have caused most of the New York
late 1980s, a significant reduction
in violence without massive reductions in the sale and use of il- decline in the 1990s. But because at that time crime was abatlegal drugs would have been an impossible dream. But that is ing everywhere in the nation, it is hard to know how much of
exactly what seems to have happened in New York.
New York's success stemmed from its own policing changes as
Drug-related killings (such as dealers shooting one another) opposed to the same mysterious set of causes that operated nadropped 90 percent from peak rates. Meanwhile drug use ap- tionally. Moreover, after 2000 the NYPD actually cut its force by
pears to have stayed relatively stable in the city, whether the in- more than 4,000 uniformed officers, and yet reported crime
dicator is overdose deaths, hospital discharges for drug treat- kept dropping and doing so faster than in other large cities.
Nevertheless, a close look at the data after 2000 does point
ment, or urine tests of criminal suspects. New York seems to be
to the importance of policing. In spite of the loss of 4,000 offiwinning the war on crime without winning the war on drugs.
Finally, and perhaps most remarkably, the city's successful cers, the most recent period still has substantially more police
crime policies bucked the national trend toward locking up on the street compared with 1990. And the number of police
more and more people. The policy tactics that have dominated relative to the amount of crime kept growing because crime
crime control in the U.S. assume that high-risk youth will be- slowed faster than police rolls shrunk. It is also possible that
come criminal offenders no matter what we do and that crimi- the cumulative effects of increased manpower lasted into the
nals will continue to commit crimes unless they are put away. decade when force levels went down. And the impact of cops
In the mid-1990s proponents of the "supply side" theory of is reflected in the fact that New York City experienced the largcrime were warning that cities such as New York with high est drops in the crimes that happen on the street or require
numbers of minority youth growing up in single-parent fami- access from the street-burglary, robbery and auto theft-
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and thus are especially deterred by increased police presence. ability of urban police to make a significant or sustained dent
The police department did not only add more cops on the in urban crime. The details on cost-effectiveness and best tacstreets, it also implemented a number of new strategies. It is dif- tics have yet to be established, but investments in policing apficult to determine how much credit, if any, each of the policing parently carry at least as much promise as investments in other
changes should get, but some clear indications have appeared.
branches of crime control in the U.S.
Once again, the simple explanations are not of much help.
1\vo other important lessons are that reducing crime does
Some of the authorities' more prominent campaigns were, in not require reducing the use of drugs or sending massive numfact, little more than slogans, including "zero tolerance" and bers of people to jail. Incidentally, the difference between New
the "broken windows" strategy-the theory that measures such York's incarceration trends and those of the rest of the nationas fixing windows, cleaning up graffiti and cracking down on and the money that the city and state governments avoided
petty crimes prevents a neighborhood from entering into a spi- pouring into the correctional business-has more than paid for
ral of dilapidation and decay and ultimately results in fewer se- the city's expanded police force.
rious crimes. For instance, the NYPD did not increase arrests
Unfortunately, New York's successes in crime control have
for prostitution and was not consistent over time in its enforce- come at a cost, and that cost was spread unevenly over the city's
ment of gambling or other vice crimes.
neighborhoods and ethnic populations. Police aggressiveness is
But other campaigns seem to have had a significant effect on a very regressive tax: the street stops, bullying and pretext-based
crime. Had the city followed through on its broken-windows po- arrests fall disproportionately on young men of color in their
licing, it would have concentrated precious resources in
own neighborhoods, as well as in other parts of the city
marginal neighborhoods rather than in those with the
where they may venture. But the benefits of reduced
highest crime. In fact, the police did the opposite: they
crime also disproportionately favor the poor-ironically,
emphasized "hotspots:' a strategy that had been proved
the same largely dark-skinned young males who suffer
effective in other cities and that almost certainly made a
most from police aggression now have lower death rates
For more
substantial contribution in New York. Starting in 1994, articles on from violence and lower rates of going to prison than in
the city also adopted a management and data-mapping how cities. other cities. We do not yet know whether or how much
system called CompStat. At a central office in downtown are solving· these benefits depend on extra police aggression.
Manhattan, analysts compile data on serious crimes, inIf New York continues on the same path, it may be
their own
cluding their exact locations, and map them to identify
able
to achieve even greater reductions in crime. After all,
and the
significant concentrations of crime. Patrols then deploy
even
after its vast improvements, its homicide rate is still
world's
in full force on-site-whether it is a sidewalk, a bar or any . problems,. much higher than those of most major European cities
other public place-sometimes for weeks at a time, sysand six times higher than Tokyo's. At some point, though,
see next
tematically stopping and frisking anyone who looks susit
is possible that rates could reach a hard bottom, bemonth's
picious and staring down everyone else. Although one
yond
which further progress could require solving the
Scientific
mighf expect that criminals would just move to another American.
deeper social problems, such as economic inequality, rastreet and resume their business as usual, that is not
cial segregation, or lack of access to quality education.
what happened in New York. Thus, crimes prevented one
Perhaps the most optimistic lesson to take from New
day at a particular location do not ineluctably have to be com- York's experience is that high rates of homicides and muggings
mitted somewhere else the day after.
are not hardwired into a city's populations, cultures and instituThe biggest and most costly change in police tactics is the ag- tions. The steady, significant and cumulatively overwhelming
gressive program of street stops and misdemeanor arrests that crime decline in New York is proof that cities as we know them
the police use in almost every patrol operation. In 2009 New need not be incubators of robbery, rape and mayhem. Moreover,
York's finest made more than half a million stops and nearly a it demonstrates that the environment in which people are raised
quarter of a million misdemeanor arrests. The police believe does not doom them to a lifetime outside the law-and that neithese tactics help to prevent crime. Aggressive patrol, however, ther do their genes. That result is a fundamental surprise to
has a history almost as long as that of street policing itself, and many students of the American city and is the most hopeful inits effectiveness has not always been clear. Although it could in sight of criminological science in a century. m
principle be more effective in New York than in other places, the
evidence that it adds distinctive value to the hotspots and CampMORE TO EXPLORE
Stat strategies is not strong.
LESSONS LEARNED
works and what does not will.
require scientific field tests measuring the effectiveness of additional manpower and of other techniques from the NYPD's full
kitchen sink of tactics. Then there should be trial-and-error adaptations to other urban settings. But even this early in the
game, several lessons from New York City should have a significant influence on crime policy elsewhere.
First of all, cops matter. For at least a generation, the conventional wisdom in American criminal justice doubted the
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