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Random violence skews crime per c ept ion
BY ALANNA MITCHELL

The Globe and Mail

Ac ts of random viole n ce are the main rea-
son for misperceptio ns of the amou nt of
cr iminal activ ity in Cana da and how str ictly
it is dealt wit h, the author of a federally spon-
so re d study says .

The study for the Justic e Department, con -
du cted by Unive rsity of Ott awa criminologi st
Ju lian Rober ts, compare d re sul ts from sev eral
ye ars’ wor th of opi nio n polls wit h trends in
repor ted cr imes and victimization sur veys.
It is the first to look at what Cana dians actu-
ally know about the criminal justic e syst em
and how they want legisla tors to fix it.

Be cau se of pub lic pre ssure on poli ticia ns
to toug hen sent enc es and parole elig ibility,
cr ime has become a key issue on the federal
ag enda and on many provi nci al and mun i ci-
pal ones.

Dr. Rober ts’ study, Public Knowle dge of
Cr ime and Justice: An Inven tor y of Cana-
di an Fin dings, has not been pub licly relea s ed
but may be in the new year, according to
sour ces in the Justic e Department.

Among the finding s are thes e:

• Althou gh two -thir ds of Cana dians believe
cr ime rat es hav e risen dur ing the past five
ye ars, such rat es gen erally hav e rema ine d
st able.

• Mo st Cana dians believe homicid e s are in-
crea sing more qui ckly than any other crime.
In fact, the rat e ha s rema ine d rela t ive ly st able

fo r 30 years and actually has beg un fa l ling,
especi ally sin ce the aboli tio n of capit al pun -
is hment. In 1977, the year after aboli tio n, it
wa s 3.06 per 100,000 popula t ion. By 1992
the rat e wa s 2.7 per 100,000.

• Althou gh mos t Cana dians believe that
break ing -and -ent e ring is on the ris e, this too
is a misperceptio n. In 1980 the re were 26. 3
su ch incid e n t s repor ted to poli ce for eve ry
1,000 hou seh olds. In 1990 the rat e wa s 22.4
per 1,000 hou seh olds. A re c ent sur vey con -
du cted by Statis ti cs Cana da also showe d that
rates of such crimes had fallen 7 per cent be-
tween 1988 and 1993.

• The wid e spre ad vie w that gun use is be-
co m ing more com mon in crimes is als o fa lse.
Thir ty-sev en per cent of all robberies com mit-
ted in 1978 inv olved a fire arm, but by 1990
this had fallen to 26 per cent. The pro por tio n
of homicid e s involv ing a gun has ris en slig htly,
fr om 32 per cent in 1980 to 34 per cent in
1992.

• A growing pro por tio n of Cana dians (85
per cent in 1992) fe el that sent enc es are not
harsh enoug h. When que s tion ed, howeve r,
they con sis tently unde restim ated the pro por-
tion of convi cted criminals sent to prison.

• Cana dians are hig hly anxious about what
they perceiv e to be lax parole rules but, aga in,
this is base d on a misperceptio n. They tend
to believe that more than half of prisone rs
ge t parole and that more parole than eve r is
being grant e d. In fact, the federal parole -

gr anting rat e st ands at 64 per cent, rou ghly
where it has been for a decade.

• Cont r ary to pub lic opi nio n, the maj ority
of those parole d co mplet e thei r ter ms in the
co mmu nity wit hou t co mmitting another crime.
Be twe en 1978 and 1988, nearly three -qu arters
we re successfully parole d. Parole was rev oke d
fo r 12 per cent becau se they com mitt e d new
cr imes.

"The sys tem is not the lenient joke people
beli eve it to be," Dr. Rober ts said yest e r day
fr om Ott awa . "Eve ryt hing’s not fine, but the
proble ms are not necessarily what the pub lic
beli eve s them to be."

Seve r al facto rs hav e produced such an ex-
tensiv e li st of misperceptio ns, he said. The
mos t influe n tia l, thou gh, were wel l-pub licized
acts of random viole n ce that took place in
1994.

One was the drive -by shooting of Nichola s
Batt e rsb y in Ott awa in March. Another was
the shooting of Georgin a Leim onis at a To ron -
to rest aur ant the nex t mont h.

Su ch sensation a l ca s es le ave a lasting imp act
and heig hten the pub lic’s vie w that dange r is
ev erywhere, Dr. Rober ts said. He cit e d psyc h o-
logi c a l li terature show ing that for years after
a maj or pla ne crash , people wil dly ove resti-
mate the risk s of flyi ng.

And becau se the pub lic believe s cr ime to be
a sim p le phen omen on, the re is tremendous
suppor t fo r ea sy answe rs such as harshe r sen-
tenc es, he said.
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