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Figure 3.2. DAT A -BASED INVESTIGATING: L imitations Imposed by Study Err or

Study error is the differenc ebetween (the value sof) the targe tpopula t ion and study popula t ion attributes. The two article s
reprint e din this Fig ure illust r ate the lim itation impos ed by study error on Answe rs to two Que s tion sof interest:

* Ho w many sexua l pre dator s li ved wit hin 3 kilo metre s of a hom e in Tor o nto?

* Ar e th e health risks associa ted wit h th e re sponsib le use of pes ticides on sub urban lawns hig h enou gh to justify municip al
bans on these chemi cals?
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One year after Holly Jone s
________________________________________________

Re member those 200 ‘sexu al pre dat ors’ i n the neighbourhood? We were misle d.
BY GEORG E EMER SON

Just about a year ago, Toron t owe n tbal-
li sti c ov er a statis ti c. It was May 14,
2003, the day after the rem ain s of 10-

ye ar-ol d Holly Jon es were fou nd in Lake
Ontario.

Poli ce Chief Julia n Fa n tino hel d a news
conferenc eto call for a better sex-offende r
regi str y – what the poli ce call the SOR.
Ontario had just cre ated one, but he said we
woul d be safer if it were nationwide. Eve n
fr om Ont ario’s lim ited dat abase, Chief Fan-
tino’s dep artment rev ealed a startli ng figure:
Within a three -kilo m etre radiu s of Hol ly’s
home liv ed 200 known sex offende rs.

The statis ti c caus ed a col lectiv e st agger.
He adlin es across the cou ntr y de clare d that
Holly’s neighbourhood, als o my own, was
re eli ng wit h this "se con dsh ock." Local and
nation a l broa dca sters showe d foot age of
fe arful resid e n t stalk ing about mov ing . The
Glob e and Mai l said, "Thes enumbers hav e
caus ed much alarm." The National Pos t re -
peat e dly mul t i p lie d the number of sex offen -
de rs from 200 to "seve r al hun dre d." Letters
to the edito r poure d in, typifie d by one to
The Tor o nto Star abou t the "alarming ly hig h
density of viole n tcr iminals."

Ontario’s Min is ter of Pub lic Safety tol d us
things were "pretty scary". The federal Op-
posit ion’s justic ecr iti c said on a nation a lTV
debate that if Ont ario’s SOR had been copie d
by the feds, then Hol ly’s death "woul d not
have hap pen ed." May oral candidates hel d
"Criminals Out!" rallie s in the west end of
To ron t onear my home.

A friend who onc elive din the are acalled
fr om the reg ular traffic jam home to the sub -
ur bs. "How can you keep raisi ngyour kid s
there? " he dema n d ed. I fel t guilty, neglig ent.

My wife and I discus s ed mov ing . Tw o of
ou r fr iends on the block decid ed, in the
after mat h of Chief Fantino’s news confer-
enc e, that they wou ld leave. They hav easke d
me not to pub lis h thei r names. I’l l call them
the Smiths. They are a coup le who were
pi one e rs in dis cov ering the value of liv ing in
Parkdale, the economic and life-style gains

to be had by stayi ng in the dive rse core of
the city. Their sem i-det ache dhous e, reno-
vated from a seedy rooming hou se back to
it s centur y-old Victo ria n glo ry, had tripled
it s value. They are now in the sub urbs.

No t long after the astonishing statis ti c came
the ext r aordin ary order by Chief Fantino that
his officers wou ld con duct a DNA canva s s
of men in the vicin ity. I de cid ed that, if
aske d, I wou ld submit a sample of my DNA.
I wou ldn’t want my neighbours specula t i ng
abou tme if I ref use d.

So the statis ti c ha d achiev ed this effect,
prov oking vis c e r al feeli ngs that rapidly ove r-
turned more sober, ske pti c a l attitudes. But
then a les scredul ous neighbour poi nted out
that three kilo m etres was an awful ly large
radiu s , encompassing a huge chu nk of the
of geog raphy of two millio n ur banites. I be -
ga n to get the feeli ng one has after buyi ng
the hype on cer tain technology or min ing
stock s. So I decid ed to trace the statis ti c to
it s root.

It tur nsou t that in the hours after the dis -
cove ry of Hol ly Jon es’s rem ain s, a senior-
ranking offic e r in the poli ce dep artment
ordered the cre ation of a statis ti c fr om the
SO R.

That order fel l to Det e ctiv e Se rge a n tEliz-
abet hBy rnes, an offic e r in the beh aviou ral-
assessment section of the sex- crimes unit.
Sh e de cli ned to tel l me whi c h superior
ordered the statis ti c, but within min utes of
my arriv ing in her sma l l offic e in poli ce
hea dqu arters, Det. Sgt. Byr nes rev ealed her
discomfo rt wit h it. She told me that, by
desig n, ver y fe w poli ce offic e rs hav eacces s
to the SOR sin ce it takes train ing to pro -
perly acces sand int e rpret the regis try, start-
ing wit h knowing how to pro perly "buil d a
qu ery" to the database.

"That three -kilo m etre are ais purely arbi-
trary. It’s not log ical," she said.

Sh eex pla ine dthat a much sma l ler radiu s
of – at mos t– a few hun dre d, not thousands,
of met res is the pro per inv estig a t ive approach.
And then she talked about the other num -
ber, the 200 sex offende rs who in the media

and popular imagi nation had become equ a-
ted with 200 sex ual pre dat ors, "a hig h density
of viole n t cr iminals" crawling the stre ets of
my neighbourhood.

Det. Sgt. Byr nes said the 200 were not "pre-
dato rs," but inclu ded a wide range of people
who had com mitt e doffenc esrela ted to sex ,
fr om minor to ser iou s. Rev iew ing the figure,
sh esaid mos t we re offenc esag ain st adult s ,
not chil dre n. Of the relative ly fe w involv ing
chil dre n, mos twe re not att ack sby strang ers,
but by family members or trust e dfr iends.

As wel l , an offende r’s pre senc ein the data -
base meant only that some tim e in the past
coup le of years the offende r ha dat one tim e
or another liv ed at an addre ss in the meaning -
le ssly large radiu s. It didn’t mean they were
stil l in the are a. It als o told us not hing
abou t whet her other sex offende rs – those
not in the database becau se they come from
ou tsi de Ont ario, or had offenc espredating
2001 –  mig ht be liv ing in the are a.

I aske d he r to tap the database for
co mparative figure s. The rat eof pos t-2001
conv i cted sex offende rs in the database for
To ron t owa snot above, but rather bel owthe
rates for the sub urbs of Halton and Peel
Re gio ns, as wel l as those for Ott awa, the
prov inc e’s secon d-large s t city. Parkd a le
does not have a dispro por tio nat enumber of
sex offende rs in the regis try, she said.

I aske dhe rto tel l me, bottom lin e, eve nin
the wid e radiu s of three kilo m etres, how
ma ny of the offende rs mig ht pro perly be
des cribed as hav ing a his t ory of beh aviou r
that wou ld quali f y them as "chil d predat ors."

Sh escrutin ized the lis t. Aga in. I wa ited .As
ma ny as 100? I aske d. "No," she said. Fif ty?
"No." Twe n ty? Ten? "No. No." She pau sed .

How many? I aske d ag ain. "Maybe fou r
or five," she said. "Maybe fou r. May be."

I rea din her face a mixture of embar rass -
ment and frust r ation. She decl are d that she
woul dn’t aga inbe par ty to what hap pen ed at
the May 14 news conferenc e. "I’m goi ng to
sto pgiving our a number, any number, the
me dia, or eve n to anyone in our poli ce
se rvic e."
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The numbers that cau sed much alarm ulti -
mately added up to not hing. "That number
wa s er ron eou s. It shoul d neve r have been
give nou t," she said.

Det. Sgt. Byr nes is no longe rwith the sex-
cr imes unit. She is in the detective sup por t
un it.

On Jun e 20, just days after my meeting
with her, Michael Brie re was charged with
first-deg ree mur der in the death of Hol ly
Jo nes. He liv ed wit hin a one-bl ock radiu s

of the victim – a tiny fractio n of the wid e
net of fear cast on May 14. Hewa snot in
the sex-offende rregi str y. He had no prior
offenc eson record .

Holly Jon es was onc e a student at my
chil dre n’s school . Si nce her death , I see me-
mo ria l pi cture sof her in places we frequ ent
– eve ry day in our school’s lobby as wel l as
on a12-met re-hig h mu ral of her on our local
play groun d wa l l. A year lat e r, we feel the
sens ele ssn ess of her death.

Chief Fantino hel d his news conferenc eto
pres sfo r the cre ation of a nation a l regi str y
of sex offende rs. Dat abases and statis ti c a l
analys is can be useful tools in crime sol ving.
Bu t they can also easily be abuse dand dis-
to rted to advanc ean age n d a, howeve r wel l-
in tentio ned . In the end, in addit ion to a cruel
death , that is what is really chil ling about
the Hol ly Jon es case.

Ge orge Emerson is the technology columnis t
fo r Re por t on Busin ess mag azine.
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Pe sticide gro up cha lleng es dat a used to justify curbs
BY RICHARD MACKIE
Poli tical age n d as are ove rsh adowing scie n tific realit ies in the grow-
ing campaig n to curtail the use of pesticid e s ,says Pet e rMacLeod,
executiv e directo r of an association that is challengi ng argum e n t s
that the chemicals can pos ea risk to health.

"A ny tim e that scie n tific dat a is mis use dto promo te a par ticular
ag enda, it’s troub ling to the scie n ce com mun ity", said Mr. MacLeod,
who wor ks at Cro pLi fe Cana da, a trade association repre senting

fo r [a n ti-pesticid e] bylaw sare, in my opi nio n,
not base don scie n ce. If the mun i cip ali tie swa n tto ban a par ticular
product, and are lega l ly allowe dto do that, that’s their pre rog a t ive.
Bu t to do so base don scie n ce is sim p ly false."

To ron t oCi ty Cou nci l is debating how to enforce a bylaw passe d
la st year as a pub lic-health mea s ure that wou ld preve n thomeow ners
fr om usi ngpesticid e sto battle weeds. But the association’s real tar-
ge twa sa study relea s ed three weeks ago in the same media studio
by the Ont ario Col lege of Family Phy sicia ns, whi c h wa sdes cribed
as the mos t co mpreh e nsive study eve r done in Cana daon the chro -
nic effects of pesticid eex pos ureat home, in the garden and at wor k.

"The rev iew fou nd con sis tent evidenc eof the health risk sto patients
with expos ureto pesticid e s ," the study said, naming brain canc e r,
pros tat e canc e r, kidn ey canc e r, panc reati c canc e r and leukem ia
among many other acu t eil lnesses.

Mr. MacLeod said the study is "unne c essarily frightening ."

"The pub lic needs to know that Cana daha sexem p lar y risk- and
safety-assessment procedure sin place for pesticid e s ," he said. "Peo-
ple can rest assure dthat the responsib le use of pest-con trol produ cts

we looke dat, gen erally speak ing ,we re of good quali ty and they were
on hum ans. They reflect ver ywel l the way pesticid e saffe ct hum ans
becaus e a lot of the studie s [c ited by the indust ry] are don e on
anima ls in laborato rie swhere the re are ver ycont rol led situation s."

Studie s done by the indust ry "don’t reflect what hap pens in real
li fe," Ms. Vak il said.

"F or one thing, they are not on hum ans. And they don’t reflect the
breakdown produ cts [that are cre ated] when a lot of thes echemicals
change when they are in different aci dit ies of soi l and when they are
in the pre senc eof lig ht."

co mpanies that manufacture pest-con trol
products. His attack drew a sharp respons e
fr om Cat hy Vak il, one of the authors of a
study by the Ont ario Col lege of Family Phy-
si cia ns that que s tion ed the safety of pesti-
ci des. She defe n d ed the study and stre sse d
it rev iewed 250 analys es of the imp act s the
chemicals can have on hum ans.

Mr. MacLeod tol d a news conferenc eat
Queen’s Park yest e r day: "The motiv ation

poses no undue risk."

The Cro pLi fe Cana daassociation is es-
tablis hing an independent rev iew of the Col-
le g eof Family Phy sicia ns study, he said.

Carol Bur ns, an epi dem iologi st wit h Dow
Chem i c a l Co., said the study is open to
challenge becau se it is "base don selective
studie s and incomplet edata rather than the
full sco pe of availa ble scie n ce."

Ms. Vak il defende dthe study. "The studies

‘A ny time that scientific
data are misused to
prom ote a part icul ar

age n d a, it’s tro ubling to
the science commu nity.’

Bo th the article sreprint e din this Fig ure mentio n on eor more sou rces of study error; for each article, lis t thes esour ces in
poin t fo rm, identifyi ng the parag raph whe re each is mentio ned .

• Fo r each sou rce of study error you lis t, sug ge s thow the lim itation it impos es mig ht be made les sseve re, and exp lain
briefly how diffic ult you rsuggestio n woul d be to implem e n tin practic e.
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