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Canada's crime rate: Two decades of decline

Crime.

It's reported in the news every day. Sometimes, it's the leading story.

We read about it, talk about it, and wonder how the news stories relate to the overall picture.

And the numbers tell us that the overall police-reported crime rate in Canada has been falling for more than 20 years. 

Since 1962, Statistics Canada has collected information on all criminal incidents substantiated and reported by Canadian
police services, as well as on victims' experiences.

In Canada, there are two complementary ways to measure police-reported crime: the traditional crime rate and the Crime
Severity Index. While both measures take into account the volume of police-reported crime, the Crime Severity Index also
accounts for the seriousness of the crime.

Since crime was first measured uniformly across the country, fluctuations have been noticed in the crime rate from year-to-
year, but a major trend has been observed. From 1962 to 1991, the crime rate increased steadily, and then started to decline.
This trend is most notable for property crime, but it is also the case for violent crime and other Criminal Code offences.

In 2013, the police-reported crime rate was at its lowest point since 1969
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In 2013, the police-reported crime rate was at its lowest point since 1969. Experts have not reached a consensus on why
crime has been declining since the 1990s, but several factors have been cited as possible explanations. These factors
include an aging population, changing policing practices and strategies, the rise of technology, shifts in unemployment,
variations in alcohol consumption, neighbourhood characteristics, or changing attitudes towards illegal and risky behaviour.

Despite the inability to identify a single factor which explains the crime rate decline in Canada, similar downward trends in
crime rates have also been observed in other countries.

Homicide rate also following downward trend

The homicide rate, due to its consistent and reliable reporting to police, is often used as an indicator of the level of violence in
a society. In Canada, the homicide rate more than doubled between 1961 and 1975, when it reached its highest point. While
there is variance in the homicide rate year-to-year, due to relatively small numbers, since peaking in 1975 the homicide rate
has generally been declining.

Homicide was a relatively rare event in Canada in 2013, representing less than 1% of all violent crime. In total, police
reported 505 homicides in 2013, 38 fewer than the previous year. As a result, the national homicide rate declined to 1.44 per
100,000 population in 2013, marking an 8% decrease from the previous year and the lowest homicide rate recorded since
1966.

The attempted murder rate also decreased in 2013 to 1.83 victims per 100,000 population, marking a 5% decline from the
previous year and the lowest attempted murder rate since 1971.

Similar to the overall crime rate, many countries have also reported declines in their homicide and attempted murder rates in
recent years.

Motivations related to the decline

Several factors commonly mentioned by experts as possible explanations for the decline in crime may be related primarily to
certain types of crime. For example, multivariate analysis (www.statcan.gc.ca/access_acces/archive.action?loc=/pub/85-561-
m/85-561-m2005005-eng.pdf&archive=1 ) performed by the Canadian Centre for Justice Statistics indicated that changes in
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inflation tend to have the most association with changes in crime that is financially motivated (i.e., robbery, break and enter,
motor vehicle theft), while changes in alcohol consumption and unemployment rates are correlated with changes in the
homicide rate, and changes in the population's age and gender are associated with changes in the rate of break and enters.

As well, legislative changes introduced in Canada—such as amendments to the Criminal Code regarding sexual assault and
the Young Offenders Act, which was followed by the Youth Criminal Justice Act on April 1, 2003 (Department of Justice)—
have the potential to affect crime rates by expanding definitions and criminalizing certain behaviours not previously
considered a crime, or by decriminalizing others.

Definitions

Crime rate: Refers to the number of Criminal Code offences in an area reported to the police per 100,000 population in that
area.

Crime Severity Index:  Refers to a measure of police-reported crime that measures both the volume and seriousness of
police-reported crime in Canada.
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