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1
Understanding High Crime Rates 
in Latin America
The Role of Social and 
Policy Factors

Rodrigo R. Soares and Joana Naritomi

1.1   Introduction

Latin America has been traditionally seen as a particularly violent region 
of  the world. This perception is not new, even though it may have been 
enhanced over the last decades with the escalation of violence in countries 
such as Brazil, Colombia, and Venezuela (see Aguirre [2000]). Still, despite 
the fact that several candidate explanations have been put forth, there is no 
consensus regarding the reasons behind this phenomenon.

Table 1.1 presents mortality rates due to violence1 and statistics related 
to various dimensions of development for regions of the world (comprising 
seventy- three countries for which mortality by cause of death is available 
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1. Mortality due to violence is defi ned as the number of deaths caused by homicides and 
injuries purposely infl icted by other persons, plus other violent deaths, according to the Inter-
national Classifi cation of Diseases (ICD). Later on, we restrict our analysis to the category 
that is most closely related to common crimes, the homicide rate.
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from the World Health Organization [WHO]). The occurrence of deaths 
due to violence is much more common in Latin America than in any other 
region: it is roughly 200 percent higher than in North America and in the 
Western Pacifi c, 450 percent higher than in Western Europe, and 30 percent 
higher than in the Former Communist block. The region is also signifi cantly 
poorer and less educated than the developed countries, but statistical analy-
ses have failed to establish an unequivocal and quantitatively signifi cant link 
between these variables and crime. In addition, Latin America enjoys higher 
levels of income and life expectancy than most of the Former Communist 
block, but still displays substantially higher violence levels.

Crime and violence have many potential welfare implications. The loss 
in life expectancy at birth due to violence in violent societies can be higher 
than one year and sometimes even above two (as in Colombia in the 1990s). 
Recent estimates have shown that increases in mortality represent a quanti-
tatively signifi cant welfare loss, be it directly from the reduced welfare due to 
a shorter life span, or from the indirect effects of a shorter planning horizon 
on investments in physical and human capital (see Murphy and Topel [2003] 
and Lorentzen, McMillan, and Wacziarg [2008] for example). In addition, 
material costs, including both direct costs and expenditures on criminal 
justice and crime prevention, add up to a signifi cant fraction of overall pro-
duction across different regions of the world (Bourguignon 1999). Finally, 
loss of human capital and productivity of those deceased, incapacitated, 
and incarcerated add yet another layer to the social inefficiencies generated 
by crime.

The economic relevance of this phenomenon has been widely recognized 
in recent years, both in the research community and in the public debate. 
Today, the causes and consequences of crime are common themes in eco-

Table 1.1 Homicide rates and development variables, world regions, average for the 1990s

Region  

Mortality due 
to violence 

(per 100,000)  

Exp. 
years of 
life lost  

Life 
exp.  

GDP per 
capita  

Avg. schooling 
(pop. above 15)

Latin America and 
Caribbean

21.8 0.6 71.4 7,708 6.6

North America 6.5 0.2 76.1 25,672 11.6
Western Europe 4.0 0.1 76.2 19,532 8.7
Former Communist 17.2 0.4 68.9 6,009 8.9
Western Pacifi c  7.8  0.2  76.0  17,839  9.4

Notes: Regional numbers are unweighted country averages. The only African country included in the 
WHO cause- specifi c mortality data is Mauritius, and the only Eastern Mediterranean country is Kuwait. 
Therefore, these regions are not included in this table. Mortality due to violence and life expectancy 
calculated based on data from the WHO, income per capita from the Penn World Table (PWT) 6.1, and 
average schooling from the Barro and Lee data set. Mortality due to violence is homicide and injury 
purposely infl icted by other persons plus other violent deaths, from the International Classifi cation of 
Diseases (ICD).
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2. Random acts of  violence or violence among family members, which sometimes are 
regarded as the result of loss of control over one’s self, are outside the scope of our analysis. 
Though these represent a signifi cant fraction of the violent acts registered in different regions 
of the world, we do not believe that they are responsible for most of the differences observed 
across regions or countries.

nomic research. They are also among the main topics in the popular media 
in Latin America, and often bring the region to the headlines in the major 
media outlets worldwide (see, for example, The Economist [2006] and The 
Washington Post [2007]). In reality, crime and violence have been identifi ed 
as the second most important public policy issue in the region, ranking 
fi rst for countries such as Argentina, El Salvador, and Venezuela (Latino-
barómetro 2006).

There are many possible explanations for the differences in violence 
observed across regions of  the world and the particularly high levels 
observed in Latin America. These range from distinct defi nitions of crimes 
and different reporting rates (percentage of the total number of crimes actu-
ally reported to the police), to real differences in the incidence of crime due 
to inequality, degree of repression, effectiveness of the government, and age 
composition of the population. The goal of this chapter is to discuss the 
pattern, causes, and consequence of the high crime rates observed in Latin 
America. We argue that crime in the region represents a signifi cant welfare 
loss and a potentially serious hindrance to growth. We then conduct a pre-
liminary assessment of the relative strength of the alternative hypotheses 
raised in the literature.

In pursuing this goal, we take the rational choice perspective typical from 
the economic theory of crime. In this setup, criminals respond to economic 
incentives in the same way that legal workers do (Becker 1968; Stigler 1970). 
In Stigler’s words, “[the criminal] seeks income, and for him the usual rules 
of occupational choice will hold” (530). Particularly important from our 
point of view is the fact that the relative attractiveness of criminal activities 
is intimately related to variables that undergo signifi cant changes during the 
process of economic development, such as income distribution, institutional 
development, government effectiveness, and demographic composition of 
the population. We ask how the economic and social landscape of a society 
affects the incentives of its citizens to engage in criminal behavior, and con-
front it with the actions that the government takes to reduce the incidence of 
crime and violence. From this interaction of forces—the supply of potential 
criminals faced with the repressive measures imposed by the State—an equi-
librium level of crime and violence emerges. We therefore concentrate our 
discussion on the dimension of crime that is economically motivated and is 
subject to a cost benefi t analysis on the part of the perpetrator.2

Our analysis shows that, despite being extremely high, the incidence of 
crime in Latin America is not much different from what should be expected 
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based on socioeconomic and public policy characteristics of its countries. 
Estimates from the empirical literature suggest that most of its seemingly 
excessively high violence can be explained by three factors: high inequality, 
low incarceration rates, and small police forces. In addition, country- specifi c 
experiences in the recent past have been heterogeneous in many respects. 
There are examples of countries that maintained reasonably low violence 
levels throughout the last decades and also of countries that, starting with 
very high violence, were able to achieve levels comparable to that of some 
developed countries. Still, some other countries went through the last thirty 
years experiencing increasingly high and seemingly uncontrollable crime 
rates. As a whole, the evidence suggests that it is possible to have an effective 
policy toward violence reduction, and that this goal has indeed been attained 
by certain local governments in the region.

The position of some Latin American countries as major producers of 
drugs or as routes for the international drug traffic has important implica-
tions for organized crime and sometimes also for the institutional stability 
of its states (see, for example, Keefer, Loayza, and Soares [2010]). Here, we 
deliberately leave this dimension out of the discussion and try not to look 
at Latin America as being particular. Instead, we look at the more ordinary 
factors and policies thought to be related to the incidence of crime and ask 
what they can tell us.

There are numerous experiences of high and low, increasing and decreas-
ing crime rates not accompanied by systematic differences in drug activity. 
Similarly, there are various other consuming and producing centers around 
the world that do not display remotely similar crime rates. In Latin America 
itself, there are today various successful experiences of local crime control 
that did not confront directly the broader issue of  drug production and 
trafficking. Though drugs may be very important fuels for violence and 
institutional instability in particular countries (such as Colombia in the 
1980s and 1990s) and particular regions of  certain countries, we do not 
believe that they are a major factor determining the high levels of violence 
observed in Latin America, or explaining the bulk of the distribution of 
crime in the region. Our analysis suggests that one can go a very long way 
toward understanding the incidence of common crime and violence in Latin 
America without resorting to the role of drugs.

The remainder of  the chapter is structured as follows. Section 1.2 dis-
cusses the welfare implications of crime and violence. Section 1.3 summa-
rizes the main issues in the measurement and comparison of crime rates 
across countries. Section 1.4 presents the pattern of crime in Latin America, 
both across countries and through time. Section 1.5 analyzes some candi-
date explanations for the levels of violence observed in the region. Section 
1.6 conducts a preliminary assessment of the relative importance of these 
candidate explanations based on estimates available from the empirical lit-
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erature. Section 1.7 discusses the strategy and institutional context of some 
successful experiences of violence reduction in Latin America. Finally, sec-
tion 1.8 concludes the chapter.

1.2   Welfare Implications

Crime and violence are a burden to society in several dimensions. There 
are straightforward consequences to the quality of life, such as reduction in 
life span, widespread feeling of insecurity, and change in behavior through 
reduced time on the streets. There is also the social waste from the value 
of goods lost and destroyed, the public and private expenditures on pre-
vention, and the costs related to criminal justice and prison systems. In 
addition, and far less straightforward, crime has important nonmonetary 
welfare consequences, possibly reducing productivity and shortening plan-
ning horizons on investments in physical and human capital. It is therefore 
deleterious to welfare in different ways, and possibly an actual hindrance to 
development.

From this perspective, the Latin American situation is particularly worri-
some. The region fell behind in terms of growth in the last twenty years and 
is remarkably violent by international standards. According to the Inter-
national Crime Victimization Survey (ICVS), about 44 percent of  Latin 
Americans are victims of some type of crime every year (average for the 
1990s). During the last decade, the region had systematically the highest rate 
of deaths due to violence in the world: 21.8 per 100,000 inhabitants. This 
position has given Latin America headlines in major international media 
outlets and has made it infamous throughout the world. A recent example 
is a report stating that 729 Israeli and Palestinian minors were killed as a 
result of violence between 2002 and 2006, while 1,857 minors were reported 
murdered in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, during the same period (The Washington 
Post 2007).

Measuring the magnitude of the negative consequences of crime, how-
ever, is a difficult task. There are multiple dimensions that one should take 
into account, and there is no unifi ed framework in the literature to tackle 
the problem. The material costs of crime and violence, including both direct 
costs and expenditures on criminal justice and crime prevention, have been 
estimated to add up to a signifi cant fraction of production across different 
regions of the world. This number is thought to be around 2.1 percent of 
the gross domestic product (GDP) per year for the United States, and 3.6 
percent for Latin America (see, for example, Bourguignon [1999] and Lon-
doño and Guerrero [1999]). Considering monetary costs related to property 
crime, the number rises to 2.6 percent for the United States and 5.1 percent 
for Latin America (Bourguignon 1999). There is, however, debate in the 
literature on whether this is actually a social cost, rather than a transfer of 
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resources between members of  society. Glaeser (1999) argues that, since 
generally the goods are valued less by the criminals than by the people who 
lose them, it should indeed be considered a social loss. The value should 
equal, in equilibrium, the opportunity cost of criminal’s time—that is, the 
time spent on crime instead of legal activities—and this does correspond 
to a welfare loss.

On top of material costs, one of the most important direct consequences 
of  crime is the increase in injury and mortality rates. Economists have 
recently developed tools that allow the estimation of the social cost from 
reductions in life expectancy and have shown that these can be quantitatively 
very important. In the case of violence, this has been shown to represent 
a substantial welfare loss, of the same order of magnitude of direct mate-
rial costs of crime. Based on a willingness to pay approach, Soares (2006) 
estimates that one year of life expectancy lost to violence is associated on 
average with a yearly social cost of 3.8 percent of the GDP. This estimate 
still leaves out the costs due to injury and reduced health, for which there 
are no trustworthy economic- based estimates available.

The nonmonetary dimension reinforces the severity of the Latin American 
scenario. In the 1990s, individuals born in Latin America had life expec-
tancies on average 0.6 year lower because of violence (see table 1.1). This 
number was at least two times higher than the loss in life expectancy for any 
other region, except for the former Communist countries. It reached its peak 
in Colombia, where 2.2 expected years of life were lost because of violence. 
To put these numbers in perspective, reductions in life expectancy due to 
violence represented social losses analogous to a permanent decline of 9.7 
percent of yearly income for Colombia, as compared to only 0.9 percent for 
the United States (Soares 2006).

Figure 1.1 shows the discounted present social value of violence reduc-
tion as a share of GDP for several countries, as estimated by Soares (2006), 
ordered from highest to lowest. From the nine frontrunners, eight are Latin 
American: Colombia, with an astounding 281 percent, followed by the Phil-
ippines (280 percent), Venezuela (95 percent), Chile (86 percent), El Salvador 
(73 percent), Belize (71 percent), Suriname (67 percent), Mexico (67 per-
cent), and Brazil (65 percent). The eleven remaining countries that complete 
the top twenty in fi gure 1.1 are all Latin American and Caribbean or former 
Communist. In the other extreme of the distribution, the ten lowest values 
are all Western European countries, plus Japan.

Mortality due to violence in high- violence areas is a particularly perverse 
phenomenon due to its concentration at prime ages. Figure 1.2, panels A 
and B show the age profi le of mortality by violence for selected countries. In 
addition to illustrating the extent of difference between the various countries, 
the fi gure also highlights that violent countries such as Brazil, Colombia, 
and Russia have the vast majority of mortality due to violence concentrated 
between ages fi fteen and forty.
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3. Even for those who do go to school, a violent environment can be harmful to human 
capital accumulation. According to Severnini (2007), conditioning on individual characteris-
tics, students attending more violent schools perform signifi cantly worse in a Brazilian national 
exam.

The nonmonetary dimension of the costs of crime, together with its spe-
cifi c age profi le, induces also indirect economic consequences. These are 
effects from changes in behavior induced by reductions in the length of 
productive life, such as decreased investments in human capital and health, 
reduced savings and investments in physical capital, and, therefore, reduced 
long- run growth.

Shorter life horizons reduce the incentives for individuals to take actions 
that generate long- term benefi ts and short- term costs, such as investing 
in education and saving for the future.3 One of  the main channels link-
ing mortality to growth is fertility (Lorentzen, McMillan, and Wacziarg 
2008). There is a positive relationship between mortality and fertility, and a 
negative relationship between these two variables and investments in human 
capital. In countries with a high HIV prevalence, for example, parents have 
on average two more children when compared with countries with low HIV 
prevalence (Kalemli- Ozcan 2006). This connection leads to a negative cor-
relation between adult mortality and investment in human and physical 
capital, and it can be a source of poverty traps.

Finally, there are intangible costs in the labor market and negative effects 
to business climate. According to Londoño and Guerrero (1999), intan-

Fig. 1.1  Present value of social cost of violence from reduced life expectancy (per-
cent of GDP), 1990s
Source: Soares (2006).



26    Rodrigo R. Soares and Joana Naritomi

gible costs of crime—deterioration of productivity, consumption, and labor 
force—constitute the major part of  Latin American’s estimated cost of 
violence, corresponding to 7.1 percent of  the region’s GDP. Nevertheless, 
these dimensions are conceptually less clear and difficult to estimate in a 
convincing way. Still, it is important to highlight the impact of  crime on 
institutional stability and business environment, particularly where there is 
a signifi cant presence of  organized crime. Gaviria and Vélez (2002) argue 
that crime has a perverse effect on economic efficiency, reducing investment 

Fig. 1.2  Mortality due to violence by age group: A, Selected Latin American coun-
tries, 1990s; B, selected comparison countries, 1990s
Source: Soares (2006).

A

B



Understanding High Crime Rates in Latin America    27

and employment in poor urban Colombian communities. In Brazil, more 
than 50 percent of  managers rank crime as a major business constraint 
(World Bank 2006b).

The perverse effects of  crime are therefore multidimensional and the 
magnitude of  its costs depends on what is taken into account. In any case, 
costs of  crime and violence represent a signifi cant share of  aggregate pro-
duction, and particularly so in Latin America, where crime rates have been 
high for most of  the last decades. In order to illustrate this point, we draw 
on the literature discussed before and gather in table 1.2 a set of  estimates 
related to various dimensions of  the costs of  crime and violence. These 
are the dimensions over which there is not much theoretical controversy 
and for which comparable estimates exist for the United States and Latin 
America.

As can be seen, costs of violence as a proportion of GDP are substantially 
higher in Latin America when compared to the United States. Most of the 
difference comes from costs related to increased mortality and public and 
private security expenditures. Overall, costs of violence in the region would 
be even higher, around 13 percent of GDP, if  the intangible dimensions sug-
gested by Londoño and Guerrero (1999) were included in the calculations.

Regardless, it seems indisputable that violence and crime represent a very 

Table 1.2 Social cost of violence, Latin America and United States, 1990s

  Latin America United States

Mortality due to violence (per 100,000) 21.8 10.2
GDP per capita 7,708 28,517
Social cost of crime and violence (yearly cost as 

% GDP)
Welfare loss from mortality increase 1.98 0.85
Public security expenditures 1.10 0.50
Justice system expenditures 0.50 1.30
Private expenditures on prevention 1.40 0.60
Opportunity cost of incarceration 0.10 0.60
Monetary costs (medical, etc.) 0.60 0.20
Reduced growth 0.11  0.04

Total  5.79  4.09

Notes: Homicide and life expectancy data from the WHO, income per capita from the PWT 
6.1. Social cost from mortality due to violence calculated in Soares (2006). Costs from expen-
ditures on public security, justice system, and private prevention for Latin America from 
Lodoño and Guerrero (1999). For the United States, numbers on public security and justice 
system from Levitt (1997). Remaining numbers on private expenditures, opportunity, and 
monetary costs from Bourguignon (1999). Impact on growth based on instrumental variable 
(IV) estimates of the effect of  adult mortality on growth presented in Lorentzen, McMillan, 
and Wacziarg (2008, table 10, column [1]), using mortality due to violence from the WHO and 
population fractions from the World Development Indicators (WDI) (estimate presented as 
the yearly cost in terms of current GDP corresponding to the loss in growth induced by the 
higher mortality due to violence).
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serious public policy issue in the region. The remainder of this chapter tries 
to understand the reasons behind this state of affairs. We start by addressing 
the issue of comparison of crime rates across countries, and then describe 
the pattern and evolution of violence in the recent past. Following, we ask 
what factors could lie behind the observed pattern and investigate whether 
there seems to be effective policies to fi ght crime available for the govern-
ments in the region.

1.3   The Measurement of Crime

Any international comparison of crime has to deal inevitably with the 
issue of measurement error in crime rates. This problem can be illustrated by 
the pattern of results common in the fi rst generations of papers on the topic. 
Early empirical studies on the determinants of cross- regional differences 
in crime rates were mainly concentrated on the analysis of  the effects of 
inequality and development on crime. Detailed reviews of the criminology 
literature are presented in Patterson (1991) and Fowles and Merva (1996). 
The statistical approaches used in the different studies and their respective 
conclusions were as diverse as they could possibly be. The major part of 
the evidence regarded U.S. studies, with the units changing from neighbor-
hoods and cities to counties and metropolitan areas. Results on inequality 
in this case varied between positive and nonsignifi cant from crime to crime 
and from study to study, leaving no clearly identifi able pattern. In relation to 
development, U.S. studies most often indicated a negative effect of income 
level (or positive effect of poverty level) on crime rates, although nonsignifi -
cant and even positive results were sometimes present. The international 
evidence, surprisingly, suggested a conclusion strikingly different from this 
one. While the few inequality studies left no clear answer, the evidence on 
development seemed to be overwhelming: virtually all the international evi-
dence from the criminology literature suggested that development and crime 
rates were positively and signifi cantly correlated.

The empirical literature from economics has challenged this consensus 
and raised concerns regarding the problem of underreporting in official 
crime statistics (Fajnzylber, Lederman, and Loayza 2002a, 2002b, Soares 
2004a, 2004b). Previously, this result was regarded almost as a stylized fact 
by criminologists and sociologists used to the international comparisons of 
crime rates. Burnham (1990, 44), for example, claims that “evidence as exists 
seems to suggest that development is indeed probably criminogenic.” Along 
the same lines, Stack’s (1984, 236) empirical specifi cation includes “level of 
economic development, a factor found to be related positively to property 
crime rates in the previous cross- national research.”

But recent evidence has shown that these results have an explanation far 
more simple than the industrialization- induced social disintegration usually 
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suggested in the sociological literature. One major statistical problem is sys-
tematically overlooked in most cross- national studies: the nonrandomness 
of the reporting error (see, for example, Krohn and Wellford [1977], Krohn 
[1978], and Stack [1984]). Official data is known to greatly underestimate 
actual crime rates, and this can constitute a serious problem if  the degree of 
underestimation is correlated with the characteristics of the country.

The rate of crime reporting is the fraction of the total number of crimes 
that is actually reported to the police. We draw on Soares (2004a) and con-
struct this variable by crossing data from official crime records (United 
Nations Survey of Crime Trends and Operations of Criminal Justice Sys-
tems [UNCS]) with data from victimization surveys (ICVS).

The International Crime Victim Survey (ICVS) is a survey conducted 
by a group of international research institutes under the coordination of 
the United Nations Interregional Crime and Justice Research Institute 
 (UNICRI). It contains data for selected countries, irregularly distributed 
over the years 1989, 1992, and/or 1996/7. Since it is an independent stan-
dardized victimization survey, the ICVS should be free from the systematic 
bias introduced by the problem of underreporting and, therefore, should 
give an unbiased estimate of the “true” crime rate and of its variation across 
countries. The other data set used is the UNCS, which is a data set created 
by the United Nations with information related to several crime and justice-
 related variables, based on official records. Several countries and years are 
irregularly covered in the period between 1971 and 1994.

We concentrate on the three types of crimes that can be compared across 
the victimization survey (ICVS) and the official records survey (UNCS): 
thefts, burglaries, and contact crimes (robberies, sexual incidents, and 
threats/assaults). See the discussion in Soares (2004b) for a detailed account 
of the comparability of the two data sets.

Table 1.3 presents descriptive statistics for crime rates obtained from vic-
timization surveys and from official records (sample composed by forty-
 fi ve countries). The numbers are extremely different. Comparing the cross-
 country averages from the ICVS with the ones from the UNCS, we have the 
following numbers: according to the official records, 2.1 percent for thefts, 
0.7 percent for burglaries, and 0.3 percent for contact crimes; according to 
the victim survey, 25.1 percent for thefts, 6.7 percent for burglaries, and 7.7 
percent for contact crimes. Implicitly, this means that the fraction of the total 
number of crimes reported to the police varies widely across countries and 
across different types of crime. In reality, this statistic ranges from virtually 
zero (as for thefts in Egypt or India) to virtually one (as for burglaries in 
Austria and Finland). Soares (2004a) shows that this variation is strongly 
related to income per capita. Figures 1.3, 1.4, and 1.5 reproduce this result 
and illustrate the strong positive correlation between reporting rates of, 
respectively, thefts, burglaries, and contact crimes and income. Income per 
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4. Number of policemen per 100,000 inhabitants from the UNCS; time of democratic stabil-
ity from Beck et al. (2001); percentage of the population living in urban areas from the World 
Development Indicators; average years of schooling in population aged fi fteen and above from 
the Barro and Lee data set; and indicator constructed from the fi nancial risk associated with 
corruption, as estimated by the International Country Risk Guide.

capita alone explains 65 percent of the cross- country variation in report-
ing rates for thefts, 54 percent for burglaries, and 45 percent for contact 
crimes. Soares (2004a) also shows that this correlation is responsible for the 
criminologists’ erroneous conclusion that development and crime rates are 
positively related.

This result suggests that the positive link between crime and development, 
usually cited in the criminology literature but regarded with suspicion by 
economists, does not exist. More generally, it suggests that care must be exer-
cised when comparing official crime rates across countries, since reporting 
depends on various characteristics that may also be related to the incidence 
of  crime itself. In particular, Soares (2004b) shows that crime reporting 
is strongly related to institutional stability, police presence, and perceived 
corruption.

Table 1.4 presents pair- wise correlations between various variables4 mea-
sured as averages for the 1990s and the three reporting rates discussed before. 
Reporting rates for different crimes are strongly correlated with each other 
(correlation coefficient signifi cant and above 0.6 in all cases). Time of demo-
cratic stability, degree of urbanization, and average schooling are also posi-
tively and signifi cantly related to the rate of crime reporting for the three 
types of crimes. Number of policemen per capita is positively correlated 
with reporting rates, but coefficients are not signifi cant. Finally, corruption 
has an extremely high negative and signifi cant correlation with the reporting 
rates of all types of crime.

Since most of  these variables are correlated with overall development, 
it is difficult to tell precisely what this pattern of correlations reveals. In a 

Table 1.3 Official and victimization crime statistics, cross- section of countries, 1990s

Official Data Victim Survey Data

  Theft  Burglary  Contact  Theft  Burglary  Contact

Mean 2.07 0.67 0.25 25.08 6.68 7.65
Standard deviation 2.23 0.72 0.31 6.84 3.74 3.68
Max 7.73 2.74 1.64 41.80 17.40 21.00
Min  0.01  0.01  0.00  11.60  0.80  2.00

Source: Table 3 from Soares (2004a).
Notes: Data is number of crimes as a percentage of population. Official data is taken from the UNCS 
data set and victim survey data from the ICVS. For comparability between the two data sets, statistics for 
the official data are calculated from country averages, from 1989 to the last year available. The ICVS data 
are averages for all the surveys in which the country was included (1989, 1992, and/or 1996/1997).



Fig. 1.3  Income per capita and reporting rate of thefts, cross- section of countries, 
1990s
Source: Soares (2004b).

Fig. 1.4  Income per capita and reporting rate of burglaries, cross- section of coun-
tries, 1990s
Source: Soares (2004b).

Fig. 1.5  Income per capita and reporting rate of contact crimes, cross- section of 
countries, 1990s
Source: Soares (2004b).
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multivariate setting, Soares (2004b) shows that the most robust correlation is 
that between reporting rates and measures of institutional development. We 
reproduce his basic result in table 1.5. The table shows that, in a multivariate 
setting, the reporting rates of crime tend to be strongly related to institu-
tional development—be it measured as time of democratic stability or as 
incidence of corruption—and also to police presence. Therefore, compari-
sons of crime rates across regions, or within a region through time, should 
bear in mind that differences or changes in the level of institutional develop-
ment may compromise the meaningful use of official crime statistics.

Still, as of today, victimization data are very irregularly distributed over 
countries and years, and have limited coverage in terms of the developing 
world. So, for practical purposes, they cannot be used to give an encompass-
ing picture of the state and evolution of crime rates across different areas of 
the globe. The alternative is to use the crime data less likely to be contami-
nated by the reporting bias, namely, homicide rates obtained from sources 
based on death certifi cates. It is likely that the elasticity of the reporting rate 
in relation to development is much smaller for homicides than for other types 
of crime. In addition, death certifi cates always have to be fi led. Therefore, in 
this case, reporting does not depend directly on the willingness of citizens, 
and the record keeping has automatic mechanisms that work outside of the 
police and judicial structures.

For the reasons outlined, we concentrate most of  our analysis of  the 
causes and consequences of crime in Latin America on the number of homi-
cides per 100,000 inhabitants. In the next section, we lay out a broad picture 
of the pattern and recent evolution of crime in Latin America, using both 
the scant data available from victimization surveys and time series of homi-
cide rates.

1.4   Crime Patterns in Latin America

Table 1.1 showed that, by international standards, Latin America has 
an exceptionally high number of deaths due to violence. Tables 1.6 and 1.7 
show that high crime in the region is not restricted to homicides and other 
types of violence that culminate in death. The tables present numbers from 
victimization surveys (ICVS) for world regions and individual countries, 
respectively. Excluding Africa, burglary rates are at least 40 percent higher 
in Latin America than in any other region of the world, while theft rates are 
at least 30 percent higher and contact crimes rates are at least 70 percent 
higher. When compared to Africa, Latin America has lower burglary rates 
by 1 percentage point, virtually identical theft rates, and contact crime rates 
3.6 percentage points higher, while overall crime rates are 4 percentage points 
higher. High crime rates in Latin America span different types of crime and 
clearly dominate the levels observed in any other region.
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Still, there are marked differences in country- specifi c experiences within 
Latin America itself. In the victimization data set, a very narrow set of 
countries is available (Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia, Costa Rica, 
and Paraguay), but still victimization rates ranges from 4.6 percent to 14.4 
percent for burglary, 11.8 percent to 20.2 percent for thefts, and 11 percent 
to 21 percent for contact crimes. Costa Rica, for example, has relatively low 
crime and low mortality due to violence, while Colombia has high marks 
in both statistics.

Heterogeneity across countries also manifests itself  in the dynamics of 
crime rates through time. In order to take a closer look at the evolution of 
crime rates over the last few decades, we concentrate on homicide rates, 
the only trustworthy statistic available for a longer time span. We choose 
a restricted group composed of some of the main countries in the region. 
This group will also guide our analysis in the later discussion about the 
candidate explanations for the high crime rates observed in Latin America. 
The selected countries are: Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, 
Mexico, and Venezuela. The choice of these specifi c countries makes our 
discussion a little more focused and concrete, and allows the investigation 
of certain types of phenomenon for which data are not immediately and 
widely available.

Figure 1.6, panels A and B plot the homicide rates for Argentina, Brazil, 
Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Mexico, and Venezuela for the period between 
1979 and 2006. Homicide data are from cause of death statistics from mor-
tality records (either from the World Health Organization, from the Pan 
American Health Organization, or from national health authorities). Panel 
A presents the data for countries within this group that display exception-

Table 1.6 Crime rates (%) from victimization surveys (ICVS), world regions, 
average for the 1990s

Region  Burglary  Thefts  Contact crimes  Any crime

Latin America 11.8 16.9 15.0 43.6
Africa 12.9 16.6 11.4 39.6
Asia 3.6 11.1 4.3 18.9
Former Communist 6.8 12.9 7.0 31.7
North America 8.0 10.1 8.7 34.0
Oceania 8.4 9.4 8.3 33.4
Western Europe  4.2  9.5  5.8  28.1

Notes: Regional numbers are unweighted country averages. Source is ICVS (1989, 1992, and 
1996/1997). “Burglaries” include attempted burglaries. “Thefts” are bicycle or motorcycle and 
other personal thefts, including pickpocketing. “Contact crimes” are robberies, sexual inci-
dents, and/or threats/assaults. “Any crime” includes all previous categories plus theft of  car/
joyriding, theft from car, and car vandalism. Numbers based on major cities from each respec-
tive country.



Table 1.7 Crime rates (%) from victimization surveys (ICVS), countries, average 
for the 1990s

Country  Burglary  Thefts  Contact crimes  Any crime

Albania 6.0 15.9 5.6 27.1
Argentina 10.5 20.2 14.5 50.7
Australia 7.8 8.1 8.0 30.7
Austria 1.1 12.3 5.8 27.0
Belarus 2.9 8.8 6.2 21.1
Belgium 5.2 4.8 4.7 22.5
Bolivia 13.8 19.2 12.0 40.1
Brazil 4.6 11.8 20.5 41.0
Bulgaria 10.8 12.3 8.3 38.4
Canada 7.5 10.6 7.7 33.0
China 2.5 15.9 4.9 21.6
Colombia 14.1 19.9 21.0 53.7
Costa Rica 14.3 14.3 11.3 39.7
Croatia 2.3 6.1 5.4 20.2
Czech Republic 6.8 17.3 6.2 37.5
Egypt 6.9 9.6 8.3 27.0
England and Wales 6.8 7.8 6.4 31.1
Estonia 11.8 13.6 11.2 39.7
Finland 0.9 10.3 7.6 25.1
France 6.1 11.1 4.7 28.1
Fyr Macedonia 3.5 8.1 3.6 21.6
Georgia 8.2 10.3 8.5 33.4
Germany (W) 3.3 9.4 6.7 29.3
Hungary 4.1 8.3 2.4 24.7
India 3.2 11.1 4.5 19.7
Indonesia 5.4 8.2 3.7 17.2
Italy 5.5 10.4 4.6 31.4
Kyrgyzstan 6.8 12.5 7.5 27.4
Latvia 8.8 15.0 5.9 33.4
Lithuania 9.0 11.2 5.7 33.1
Malta 0.8 4.0 3.4 23.3
Mongolia 13.7 23.4 9.3 43.1
Netherlands 7.8 18.6 8.6 38.4
New Zealand 9.0 10.7 8.5 36.0
North Ireland 4.1 5.7 6.3 24.4
Norway 4.9 6.6 6.8 26.1
Paraguay 13.4 16.0 10.9 36.3
Philippines 3.3 9.0 4.0 16.9
Poland 5.3 13.4 7.6 33.1
Rumania 3.1 13.4 7.9 29.4
Russia 6.1 14.1 9.6 35.0
Scotland 5.0 6.1 5.4 28.3
Slovakia 8.4 15.1 4.0 35.9
Slovenia 5.3 8.9 6.5 30.3
South Africa 9.5 10.0 13.8 35.7
Spain 5.3 7.1 7.2 31.9
Sweden 4.1 16.9 6.5 30.6
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ally high crime rates during the period, while panel B presents the data for 
those with lower rates.

The fi rst group includes Brazil, Colombia, and Venezuela, with homicide 
rates ranging from twenty to above sixty per 100,000 by the beginning of the 
2000s. Among these, the Colombian case is the most striking, with an already 
high rate rising from thirty in the early 1980s to eighty- two in the early 1990s, 
and then falling to reach a still very high level by the end of the 1990s. Starting 
in 2002, Colombia then experiences successive reductions in homicide rates, 
which persist until today, reaching forty per 100,000 in 2006.

The sheer scale of the magnitude and of the changes observed in Colom-
bia dwarves the experiences of  other countries, but also in these cases 
changes have been substantial. In the case of Brazil, the homicide rate rises 
almost monotonically in the period, increasing by more than 200 percent 
of its initial value by 2003. In that year, the rate peaks at twenty- nine per 
100,000 inhabitants and starts a timid declining trend leading to a level 
of  26.8 in 2006. Venezuela starts the period at levels similar to those of 
Brazil, and experiences more or less stable homicide rates until the mid-
 1990s, when it also starts registering major increases, surpassing Brazil by 
the early 2000s. Venezuela almost triples its homicide rate in the short period 
of time between 1998 and 2006.

Panel B of fi gure 1.6 presents the experiences of Argentina, Chile, Costa 
Rica, and Mexico, all of which display much lower homicide rates than those 
registered in the countries from fi gure 1.6, panel A. Argentina experiences 
a timid but almost monotonic increase since 1979, with the homicide rate 
roughly doubling between 1979 and 2003, when it peaks at 7.3 and starts 
declining to reach 5 in 2006. Chile, on its turn, experiences extremely low 
homicide rates for the entire period, despite a discrete but stable increase 

Table 1.7 (continued)

Country  Burglary Thefts Contact crimes  Any crime

Switzerland 2.7 11.2 2.0 23.6
Tanzania 12.1 18.0 6.8 37.6
Tunisia 10.1 16.5 9.4 35.9
Uganda 21.5 21.7 13.2 53.9
Ukraine 7.8 21.6 9.2 38.2
United States 8.4 9.5 9.6 35.0
Yugoslavia (F.R.) 5.4 8.9 8.5 32.3
Zimbabwe  17.4  23.8  16.9  47.5

Source: ICVS (1989, 1992, and 1996/1997).
Notes: “Burglaries” include attempted burglaries. “Thefts” are bicycle or motorcycle and 
other personal thefts, including pickpocketing. “Contact crimes” are robberies, sexual inci-
dents, and/or threats/assaults. “Any crime” includes all previous categories plus theft of  car/
joyriding, theft from car, and car vandalism. Numbers based on major cities from each respec-
tive country.
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around the year 2000 (when the rates jump from a historical plateau around 
three to a new level above fi ve). Similarly, Costa Rica oscillates, but main-
tains low homicide through most of the period. In the last years of the series, 
a more sustained increase in crime seems to take place, reaching a rate of 
eight per 100,000 in 2006. Though relatively high by international standards, 
homicide rates for Argentina, Chile, and Costa Rica are comparable to those 
observed in most of the developed world, and are well below the average 
levels registered in Latin America.

Fig. 1.6  Homicide rate, selected Latin American countries: A, higher crime rates; 
B, lower crime rates
Source: WHO, PAHO, and DATASUS.

A

B
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5. For the total number of deaths due to violence, results are much more extreme and posi-
tive for Chile and Mexico, with the total mortality rate due to violence falling from 40 to 7 in 
Chile, and from 28 to 13 in Mexico. For the other countries, patterns are very similar to those 
observed for the homicide rates, just with higher levels.

Among the countries in the two fi gures, the Mexican experience is 
quite peculiar. Mexico starts with very high homicide rates—eighteen per 
100,000—and, after almost twenty years of sustained reductions, reaches 
only 50 percent of the initial value by 2004.5 This sustained reduction is then 
followed by mild increases between 2004 and 2006, from 9.1 to 10.2. Based 
on media reports, these increases seem to have taken off in the last few years, 
with the intensifi ed presence and extreme violence of drug cartels along the 
U.S. border (see, for example, The New York Times [2009]). The Mexican 
experience is both reassuring and worrisome. It portrays, at the same time, 
a concrete history of long- term reduction in violence, but also shows that 
gains can always be threatened and reversed.

An important point raised before can be illustrated by the experiences of 
these countries. Everywhere, but particularly in violent places, homicides are 
disproportionately concentrated on the young population. Figure 1.7, pan-
els A and B, present the same statistic presented in fi gure 1.6 but restricted 
to the age group between fi fteen and twenty- four. The fi gures display similar 
patterns to the ones discussed previously, but for two distinguishing fea-
tures. First, in the case of fi gure 1.7, panel A, the scale is almost twice that 
observed in fi gure 1.6, panel A. Second, in fi gure 1.7, panel B, the incidence 
of mortality by violence is generally higher than that observed in fi gure 1.6, 
panel B, but the difference is not so stark. So, for example, by the end of the 
1990s the homicide rate in the age group between fi fteen and twenty- four was 
more than 74 percent higher than that of the general population for Brazil, 
Colombia, and Venezuela. The same number for Costa Rica was 25 percent. 
The general point about these fi gures is that violence falls disproportionately 
on the young, and particularly so in high violence societies. Figure 1.7, panel 
A also highlights that changes in violence tend to be more extreme when 
one looks at younger fractions of the population, as compared to the entire 
population distribution. The same thing is true about the male population. 
If  we restricted the homicide rate to the male population between fi fteen and 
twenty- four years of age, we would end up with numbers almost two times 
higher than those observed in fi gure 1.7, panel A.

This section highlighted that the high crime rates observed in Latin Amer-
ica span various different types of crime and do not seem to be an artifact 
of the particular statistics used. Nevertheless, it also showed that country-
 specifi c experiences in the region have been different in many respects. The 
question remains, therefore, why some countries have been successful in 
maintaining low levels of violence or reducing violence to levels observed 
in the developed world, while others have seen increasing crime rates and 
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seemingly uncontrollable trends. In the next sections, we explore some pos-
sible explanations.

1.5   Candidate Explanations

In this section, we concentrate on the group of seven countries enumerated 
before and conduct an informal assessment of the merit of some hypotheses 
raised in the literature as potential explanations for the crime rates observed 

Fig. 1.7  Homicide rate between 15 and 24, selected Latin American countries; A, 
higher crime rates; B, lower crime rates
Source: WHO, PAHO, and DATASUS.

A

B
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in Latin America. These hypotheses can be broadly classifi ed into two cate-
gories: (a) those related to social and economic conditions conducive to an 
environment where criminal activities are more attractive to a larger fraction 
of the population; and (b) those related to government actions targeted at 
repression of criminal activities.

The fi rst group includes economic and demographic conditions that put 
a large fraction of the population at the margin of choosing whether or not 
to engage in criminal and violent activities. Economic conditions typically 
identifi ed are related to growth and inequality. According to the economic 
theory of crime, the likelihood that individuals will engage in criminal activi-
ties increases with the potential gains of crime and falls with its opportunity 
cost (see, for example, the early treatment of the topic in Ehrlich [1973]). The 
potential gains from criminal activities are related to the wealth of potential 
targets, while its opportunity costs are given by the gains from legal activities 
(low- skill wages in the labor market or returns to micro- entrepreneurship). A 
poor economic performance in the short run reduces legal opportunities in 
the economy, without necessarily affecting signifi cantly its stock of wealth, 
therefore increasing the attractiveness of criminal behavior. Inequality, on 
its turn, leads to a situation where a signifi cant fraction of the population 
is endowed with wealth and high income, therefore constituting potential 
criminal targets, while another fraction has very low income, and thus low 
opportunity cost of engaging in criminal activities. Sociological theories of 
relative deprivation also link economic inequality to higher crime.

For these reasons, economic growth and income inequality are variables 
thought to be important determinants of the incidence of crime. In general, 
the statistical evidence does support this relationship and recent studies have 
been able to fi nd systematic correlations between these two variables and 
various measures of  crime rates (see, for example, Bourguignon, Núñez, 
and Sanchez [2003]; Fajnzylber, Lederman, and Loayza [2002a, 2002b]; 
and Soares [2004a]). In particular, inequality seems to be a variable closely 
related to the incidence of crime and violence, both in theory and in the data, 
and it has been one of the main focuses of both theoretical and empirical 
work (see papers just cited and Ehrlich [1973], for example).

Demographic factors are associated with the age structure of the popu-
lation and socioeconomic conditions. A traditional literature from crimi-
nology argues that both perpetrators and victims of criminal and violent 
activities are, in the majority of cases, young. For example, according to the 
Brazilian 2007 “Map of Violence,” the increase in homicide rates in Brazil 
over the last decades is due exclusively to the increase in the homicide rate 
among young people: it soared from 30 in the 1980s to 51.7 in 2004, while 
the rate in other age groups fell slightly, from 21.3 to 20.8 (Waiselfi sz 2007). 
The relationship between age distribution and crime is well established at 
the individual level in the empirical literature, despite the evidence that its 
role in explaining aggregate variations in U.S. crime rates in the recent past 
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is rather limited (Levitt 1999). The particularly intense susceptibility of the 
young to fall into a trajectory of crime and illegality is most likely related to 
its weak attachment to the labor market and lower risk aversion, and maybe 
also to stronger peer effects (Grogger 1998). In any case, evidence seems to 
suggest that this may have been an important factor in the recent experience 
of some Latin American countries (de Mello and Schneider 2009).

Recently, a more sophisticated version of this argument was developed, 
claiming that not only the size of a cohort is important, but specifi cally the 
number of births of lower quality within a given cohort (unwanted births, 
births to broken homes under disadvantaged socioeconomic conditions, 
etc.). This is the logic underlying the idea that the legalization of abortion in 
the United States was one of the main reasons behind the reduction in crime 
rates observed in the 1990s (Donohue and Levitt 2001). A similar argument 
has been applied to the context of developing countries, specifi cally to the 
case of Brazil, to suggest that the increase in crime rates starting in the end 
of the twentieth century was the result of reductions in child mortality rates 
in the low socioeconomic strata twenty years beforehand (Hartung 2006).

The other relevant dimension in the determination of crime rates is related 
to the strength and effectiveness of the repressive policies adopted by the 
government. Policies to curb the incidence of crime include incarceration 
of offenders and harsher penalties for criminals, large police forces, effective 
judicial systems, and, overall, respect to the law and a clean and efficient 
government apparatus. Careful statistical analyses have confi rmed beyond 
doubt the crime- reducing role of police presence and incarceration of crimi-
nals (for example, Levitt [1996, 1997, and 2002], and Di Tella and Schargrod-
sky [2004]). Data availability and the nature of the statistical problem have 
precluded more detailed evaluation of some of the other dimensions.

In order to evaluate whether these factors seem to have some merit in 
explaining the incidence of crime in Latin America, we take a closer look at 
some variables that try to capture the various dimensions discussed before. 
Data on some of these issues are very scarce in the cross- country context, so 
we restrict the analysis to the seven Latin American countries enumerated 
before (Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Mexico, and Vene-
zuela) and to a set of six reference countries. These reference countries are 
chosen so as to include: two of the most developed countries in the world, 
the fi rst with low and the second with reasonably high crime rates (Japan and 
the United States, respectively); an Eastern country that had a similar level 
of development to that of Latin America until the recent past (South Korea); 
an European country of similar cultural background (Spain); and low and 
high crime countries from other cultural traditions (Sweden and Russia, 
respectively).

For this set of thirteen countries, we look for variables representing the 
different economic, demographic, and policy factors discussed previously. 
For the economic and demographic factors, we choose the following vari-
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6. The rule of law index is defi ned as the extent to which agents have confi dence in and abide 
by the rules of society, and in particular the quality of contract enforcement, the police, and the 
courts, as well as the likelihood of crime and violence. The index is a standardized measure with 
range between –2.5 (weakest institutions) and 2.5 (strongest institutions). For more detailed 
description, see Kaufmann, Kraay, and Mastruzzi (2006).

ables: growth rate of income per capita between 1980 and 2000 to represent 
recent economic performance; Gini index to measure income inequality; 
birth rate in 1980 to represent the size of the entering cohort twenty years 
prior to 2000; and share of the population between fi fteen and twenty- nine 
years to capture the relative size of the group most likely to engage in crimi-
nal activities. In relation to the policy dimensions, we choose the following 
variables: number of policemen per capita, number of judges per capita, 
incarceration rate, and a variable indicating the level of  institutional de-
velopment and rule of law in the country (rule of law).6 The defi nitions and 
sources of all the variables are presented in the notes to the following table.

Table 1.8 presents the homicide rate and the eight variables described in 
the last paragraph for the set of  thirteen countries chosen for this closer 
inspection. The average homicide rate for the selected Latin American coun-
tries, which equals 21.5, is much higher than that observed in any country 
in the comparison group but Russia. Japan, Korea, Spain, and Sweden have 
all extremely low homicide rates (all below 2), while the United States has a 
rate (5.9) comparable to the lowest Latin American numbers.

A clear pattern immediately emerges from this table. First, in relation 
to the economic variables, the selected Latin American countries display 
particularly poor economic performances and exceptionally high inequal-
ity levels. The average growth rate of income per capita between 1980 and 
2000 for the countries in the region is only 0.7 percent, less than half  that of 
the lowest growth rate observed in the comparison group, apart from that 
of Russia, which faced the collapse of communism during this time inter-
val, so its performance does not seem to constitute a particularly appealing 
comparison in what refers to economic growth. In relation to inequality, the 
lowest level observed among the selected Latin American countries (45.8 for 
Venezuela) is higher than the highest level observed in the comparison group 
(42.5 for Russia). On average, the Gini index is almost 20 points (54 percent) 
higher in the region than in the comparison group.

The demographic variables also work in the same direction, though maybe 
not with such extreme differences. Birth rates in the region in 1980, as well 
as the share of the population between ages fi fteen and twenty- nine in 2000, 
indicate the presence of a large fraction of the population in age groups par-
ticularly prone to criminal involvement and victimization. The birth rate in 
1980 for the Latin American countries included in the table was 24.9, in con-
trast to 20.9 in the comparison group, while the shares of the young popu-
lation in 2000 were, respectively, 27 percent and 22 percent. At the same time, 
Latin America experienced very fast and intense declines in child mortality 
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rates between 1960 and 1990, opening space for an argument in the reverse 
direction of that developed by Donohue and Levitt (2001), as suggested by 
Hartung (2006). In this sense, the frequency of individuals from extreme 
socioeconomic conditions and fragile household environments is likely to 
have increased in the distribution of adolescents and young adults.

The previous paragraphs paint a picture of a large fraction of the popu-
lation in Latin America in age groups prone to involvement in criminal ac-
tivities, at the same time when economic conditions—low growth and high 
inequality—make criminal activities particularly attractive. The other side 
of this equation is the set of repressive policies put in place by the govern-
ment, and the effectiveness of  these policies. The balance between these 
two forces determines the fi nal incidence of crime and violence in a given 
society.

Overall, the group of Latin American countries under analysis has very 
timid repressive policies when compared to the reference group. The average 
number of policemen per 100,000 inhabitants is 252, as opposed to 398 in 
the comparison group, while the number of judges is 7.5 in comparison to 
15.2, and the incarceration rate is 139 in comparison to 282. In addition, 
if  the index of rule of law captures the efficiency of government policies, 
it is likely that these instruments are less effective in Latin America than in 
countries in the comparison group: the average of the index, which varies 
between –2.5 and �2.5, is –0.4 for the selected Latin American countries 
and �1.0 for the comparison group.

The differences are even more striking when we contrast the Latin 
American average to the most violent countries in the comparison group. 
These are Russia and the United States, which react to the high violence 
levels by enforcing a very strict set of  repressive policies: the number of 
policemen per 100,000 inhabitants is 1,222 in Russia and 325 in the United 
States, while the number of judges is forty- seven and eleven, and the incar-
ceration rate is 638 and 685, respectively. In comparison, Brazil Colombia, 
and Venezuela, the most violent among the selected Latin American coun-
tries, have modest levels for these three variables, roughly comparable to 
or below that of Spain, a country with extremely low incidence of crime. 
In reality, the most intense use of repressive policies in Latin America is 
observed precisely among those countries that have enjoyed reasonably 
controlled levels of violence: the highest numbers of policemen per 100,000 
inhabitants are observed in Argentina and Mexico, while the highest number 
of judges is in Costa Rica, and the highest incarceration rate is in Chile.

The superfi cial inspection of the numbers from table 1.8 seems to suggest 
that the high crime rates observed in Latin America are not that surprising 
after all. Economic and demographic factors are conducive to an environ-
ment where a large fraction of the population is at the margin of choosing 
whether or not to engage in criminal activities. Differences in inequality are 
particularly striking in this respect. The average Gini index among our seven 
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Latin American countries is almost twenty points higher than that in the 
comparison group. At the same time, policies toward the repression of crime 
are weak and likely ineffective. Most noticeable in this case is the very low 
number of policemen per 100,000 inhabitants and the incarceration rate, the 
latter being less than half  of that observed in the comparison group.

In the remaining sections, we discuss the scope for successful policy inter-
ventions targeted at reducing crime in the region. First, based on the statisti-
cal estimates available from the literature, we ask how much one can hope 
to achieve with the use of  the policy instruments available and, over the 
long run, with changes in socioeconomic conditions. Following, we briefl y 
analyze some specifi c experiences of localized interventions that have been 
successful at reducing crime and violence.

1.6   The Scope for Action

The previous section argued that several factors identifi ed as potentially 
important seem to contribute to the high crime rates observed in Latin 
America. In this section, we draw on estimates from the empirical literature 
and ask how much the dimensions discussed before can explain, given what 
is known quantitatively from the evidence available. In doing so, we are 
constrained to work only with those variables that map well- established 
estimates from the empirical literature. For natural reasons, these are also 
the variables that typically attract most attention.

In what follows, we concentrate on the effects of incarceration rates, num-
ber of policemen per 100,000 inhabitants, fraction of the population aged 
between fi fteen and twenty- nine, inequality, and economic growth. Regard-
ing the other variables appearing in table 1.8, there are no widely accepted 
estimates available in the literature.

In relation to public safety policies, theory argues that increases in prison 
population can reduce crime through either deterrence or incapacitation 
effects. Levitt (1996) estimates that violent crime in the United States would 
be 70 percent higher if  the number of  prisoners had remained constant 
over the last decades. He argues that incarcerating one additional prisoner 
reduces the number of crimes by approximately fi fteen per year, a number in 
close accordance with the level of criminal activity reported by the median 
prisoner in surveys. His estimates suggest that a 1 percent increase in the 
incarceration rate reduces the number of violent crimes by –0.379 percent. 
Levitt (1997, 2002) also argues that increases in police are very effective in 
reducing violent crime, even though the effect on property crime may be 
substantially smaller. In this case, the average estimate suggests that a 1 
percent increase in the number of policemen per capita is associated with a 
reduction of –0.435 percent in the incidence of violent crimes.

Estimates for the effect of demographic composition are available from 
Levitt (1999). He shows that, in the case of the United States, changes in 
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age structure explain 20 percent of the increase in murder rates observed 
between 1960 and 1980, and 40 percent of the reduction observed between 
1980 and 1995. His counterfactual exercise implies an average response of 
homicides of  0.41 percent per each 1 percent increase in the fraction of 
young people in the population.

Inequality is probably the single most widely studied factor in the cross-
 country literature on crime rates. It has been consistently identifi ed as one of 
the main economic determinants of crime and violence, through its effects 
on the costs and benefi ts of criminal activities and on social cohesion (see, 
among others, Bourguignon [1999]; Fajnzylber, Lederman, and Loayza 
[2002a, 2002b]; Bourguignon, Núñez, and Sanchez [2003]; and Soares 
[2004a]). A widely cited study by Fajnzylber, Lederman, and Loayza (2002b) 
shows that increases in income inequality and reductions in the level of 
economic activity are signifi cantly related to increases in crime rates. Their 
statistical model implies that a 1 percentage point increase in the Gini index 
is associated with a 1.5 percent increase in homicide rates, and that a 1 per-
centage point increase in the growth rate of income per capita is associated 
with a decline of 2.4 percent.

Though these various estimates are from different types of  data and 
different sources, not necessarily applicable to the Latin American reality, 
we use them as benchmarks to guide the discussion on the potential for 
crime reduction in the region, along the dimensions discussed in the previous 
section. The question being addressed is whether, given the numbers most 
commonly cited in the literature, changes in factors typically identifi ed as 
associated with crime would lead to substantial reductions in crime rates 
in Latin America. If  the answer is yes it means that, at fi rst sight, the Latin 
American case would not be exceptional and standard policies would be the 
obvious fi rst choice to tackle the problem. On the other hand, if  the answer 
is no, it would seem that still unidentifi ed characteristics of the region would 
be responsible for the high crime rates observed, and nonorthodox policies 
might be called for.

Table 1.9 presents the estimates of the effects on crime of the explanatory 
variables discussed in the last paragraphs. It also presents counterfactual cal-
culations of the average homicide rate that would be observed in the selected 
Latin American countries if  the different explanatory variables were set to 
the levels observed in the comparison group. We present the partial impact 
of each explanatory variable (each one being changed separately), as well 
as the cumulative impact (various variables being change simultaneously, 
cumulative from top to bottom).

Maybe the most striking result from this table is the fact that, given the 
numbers observed and the estimates available from the literature, the high 
violence levels observed in Latin America are not surprising at all. This fact 
was already alluded to in the previous section, but it becomes clearer in the 
simple quantitative exercise from table 1.9. If  the average incarceration rates, 
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number of policemen per capita, fraction of young population, inequality, 
and growth in the selected Latin American countries were set to the averages 
observed in the comparison group, mortality by violence in Latin America 
would drop from 21.5 to 6.3. Since Russia is somewhat of an outlier within 
the comparison group in terms of the harshness of its repressive policies and 
its crime rates, we also present an alternative scenario where the variables 
in Latin America are set to the average of the comparison group excluding 
Russia. In this scenario, the homicide rate in Latin America would fall to 
10.7. In any case, the homicide rate falls between 50 percent and 66 percent 
in the counterfactual exercises, when the explanatory variables are set to the 
levels observed in the comparison group (including and excluding Russia, 
respectively).

In the fi rst scenario, homicide rates are actually reduced to a level almost 
identical to that observed in the comparison group, while in the second sce-
nario it still remains substantially above it, despite attaining quite reasonable 
levels (equivalent to those observed in the United States during the 1990s, 
for example). In words, the violence levels observed in Latin America do not 
seem to be unusually high, given the socioeconomic conditions observed in 
the region, the repressive policies adopted by its governments, and what is 
known from the empirical literature about the relationship between these 
variables and crime. Fajnzylber, Lederman, and Loayza (1998) also reached 
similar conclusions in an entirely different setting, applying dynamic panel 
data techniques with a cross- country data set.

Separately, the quantitative roles of inequality, incarceration rates, and 
police seem to be the most important ones, while age composition and eco-
nomic growth seem to have only modest effects. According to the counter-
factual scenarios, changing the level of inequality to that observed in the 
comparison group would lead to a reduction of 28 percent in homicide rates, 
while the similar number for incarceration rates and police presence would 
be, respectively, 39 percent and 25 percent.

While incarceration rates and number of policemen are policy variables 
directly under the control of the government, inequality is an outcome vari-
able that typically changes slowly through time (Deininger and Squire 1996). 
There are various reasons why reduction in inequality is desirable for its own 
sake, and it should indeed be seen as a valid policy goal. But it is generally 
not an instrument subject to immediate control of  the government, so it 
should not be seen as a tool within a short-  or medium- term strategy for 
reducing crime.

Given this evidence, a stronger set of measures in relation to incarceration 
and policing seems to be the most obvious immediate policy choice available. 
Still, to the extent that income inequality is related to inequality in the provi-
sion of public goods and to lack of access to a wide range of basic services 
by a large fraction of the population, preventive social policies may also be 
effective. It is difficult to map this idea quantitatively on the empirical esti-
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mates of the effect of inequality on crime, but it seems reasonable to assume 
that, for example, better provision of basic health and education, leading in 
the medium run to individuals with better opportunities in the legal market, 
could also lead to reductions in the incidence of crime. The combination of 
these two perspectives would suggest crime fi ghting strategies based on the 
two dimensions identifi ed before: increased intensity and effectiveness of 
repressive policies, coupled with improvements in the socioeconomic envi-
ronment and better access to public goods. As the next section illustrates, 
successful experiences of crime reduction in the region have adopted strate-
gies along these lines.

The discussion in this section brings implicit the idea that the effectiveness 
of the penal system and of the police force in Latin America, when expanded, 
would be similar to that of the countries from which the estimates in table 1.9 
were generated. This is obviously not necessarily, and not likely, the case. In 
reality, the effectiveness of any given intervention will depend on the way it 
is conducted from an operational perspective, and on the institutional con-
text in which it is implemented. In the next section, we discuss the strategy 
and institutional context of some successful experiences of crime reduction 
within Latin America.

1.7   Success Experiences

In this section, we take a closer look at two specifi c experiences of success-
ful crime reduction in Latin America. Local governments have played a key 
role in the recent past as agents of effective policy changes. In particular, the 
impressive achievements of Bogotá, Colombia, became an example to many 
other cities in the region. São Paulo, the largest city in Brazil, followed some 
of Colombia’s capital footsteps, and results are also promising.

1.7.1   Bogotá

Bogotá became a landmark for crime prevention in Latin America. Its 
policy strategy was inspired by the Development Security and Peace Pro-
gram (DESPAZ), initially designed for the equally violent city of Cali. This 
program was launched in mid- 1994, when Rodrigo Guerrero was the mayor 
of Cali, aiming at both fi ghting and preventing violence through a public 
health approach. The program was abandoned after Guerrero left office in 
1994, but by then it had already been incorporated into a broader public 
security plan for Bogotá, under the mayoral administration of  Antanas 
Mockus (for a detailed description, see Mockus [2005]).

In 1994, Bogotá had the highest homicide rate among capital cities in 
Latin America. Today, it has a homicide rate substantially lower than that of 
Caracas, Rio de Janeiro, and Washington, DC, similar to that of Lima and 
Mexico City, and still above that of Buenos Aires, Miami, Panama City, and 
Santiago (Stanford Project on Urban Ecology and Violence 2007).
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The public health approach started with the development of a reliable 
information system aiming at monitoring the characteristics and demo-
graphics of cases of intentional and unintentional deaths or injuries, as well 
as of certain types of other crimes. This was achieved through the creation 
of an observatory of violence and crime. A package incorporating several 
different measures along various dimensions was then implemented (Concha-
 Eastman 2005). This package included the following measures: limited hours 
for alcohol sales in bars, voluntary disarmament, improved police equipment 
targeted at faster response, and local projects to improve police performance 
and manage small confl icts. Local projects comprised confl ict resolution ini-
tiatives, family police stations, and the Houses of Justice (Casas de Justicia), 
centers in popular neighborhoods where individuals could access the services 
of lawyers, social workers, psychologists, and in some cases judges.

The Colombian interventions were based on the idea of integrated munic-
ipal programs, combining public health, reclaiming of  public space, and 
criminal justice improvements. These were materialized on crime and vio-
lence information systems, improving access to justice, control of alcohol 
consumption and traffic accidents, assistance to vulnerable groups such 
as at- risk youth, the “citizen culture” program, and the recovery of public 
spaces such as parks and bicycle paths. In addition, there were efforts to 
strengthen the police force, as well as judicial reform. Much media attention 
was given to the “Ley Zanahoria,” imposing a 1:00 AM curfew on alcohol 
sales, and on the rush hour restrictions on private cars.

As a result, there was a signifi cant reduction in crime rates in Bogotá, in 
reality much more extreme than initially anticipated. The homicide rate, 
which was around 80 per 100,000 in 1993, declined to 21 in 2004. In Cali, 
signifi cant reductions in crime were also observed when DESPAZ was imple-
mented, but as the program was abandoned the change was reversed. In the 
case of Bogotá, on the other hand, the Peñalosa administration (starting 
in 1998) persisted in pursuing the Mockus policies, also incorporating an 
impressive public space recovery program (Concha- Eastman 2005; World 
Bank 2006a).

1.7.2   São Paulo

On December 7, 2007, the city of  São Paulo experienced twenty- four 
hours without a homicide. This was the fi rst time the city went through an 
entire day without a single murder since the 1950s (Veja 2007). This remark-
able event was the culmination of years of consistent and successful policies 
in the fi ght against violent crime.

Following the experience of  Bogotá, several cities in the metropolitan 
area of  São Paulo implemented different combinations of  the measures 
included in the Colombian package. Policies included dry- laws, programs 
of voluntary disarmament, social programs, increases in incarceration rates, 
and changes in police organization and operation. Against the Brazilian 
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national trend of increasing homicide rates, there was a continuous decline 
in homicide rates starting in 1999.

Though the particular role played by the different factors remains an 
open question, reorganization of the police force, stronger social support, 
and increased incarceration rates seem to have been important (de Mello 
and Schneider, chapter 6, this volume). These included a change in atti-
tude toward a more quantitative approach to crime fi ghting and prevention, 
emphasizing empirical diagnosis of the pattern and distribution of crime, 
adoption of standardized procedures for police actions, and constant moni-
toring and evaluation of actions and use of resources. One of the fi rst steps 
was the creation of InfoCrim, a system of criminal information designed 
to map criminal data in different police districts to enable a more organized 
and efficient use of resources. The change in policies also marked a shift to 
a more systematic involvement of  the municipal and federal administra-
tions on the fi ght against crime, as opposed to the more traditional model, 
which relied mostly on the state government (Kahn 2007). Some credit is 
also given to dry laws, which are estimated to have been responsible for a 
reduction in homicides of more than 10 percent (Biderman, de Mello, and 
Schneider 2009).

Diadema, a city in the metropolitan area of São Paulo, also achieved con-
siderable success by coordinating the initiatives from various political and 
social actors and focusing on community cooperation within high- risk areas 
(World Bank 2006). The municipality implemented monthly town meetings 
between the mayor, the city council, military and civil police chiefs, business, 
and religious and community leaders. At the same time, knowledge on vio-
lence reduction approaches and contacts with experts were established. As 
in the city of São Paulo itself, policies also included dry- laws, modern infor-
mation systems to monitor the evolution of crime through time and space, 
and, in addition, creation of a task force to work with parents, students, and 
teachers on violence prevention, particularly targeting school violence. The 
number of homicides in the case of Diadema was reduced by roughly 70 
percent between 1999 and 2005 (data from the Secretary of Public Safety of 
the state of São Paulo). In the city of São Paulo itself, the number of inten-
tional homicides was reduced by 79 percent. In the entire state, intentional 
homicides fell from thirty- six to eleven, a 69 percent reduction. In contrast, 
the most recent numbers for Rio de Janeiro and Brazil as a whole indicate 
homicide rates of, respectively, 39 and 22 per 100,000.

Still, as Biderman, de Mello, and Schneider (2009) highlight, the specifi c 
timing and coverage of the various interventions do not seem to be able to 
account for the chronology and magnitude of the reduction in homicide 
rates. Though evidence clearly indicates that several of these policies were 
indeed effective in reducing crime, they seem to have benefi ted from a par-
ticularly susceptible social environment. As the authors argue, changes in 
the age distribution of the São Paulo population seem to have provided the 
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fertile ground on which the policy interventions thrived. Precisely in the end 
of the 1990s, and refl ecting a particular stage of the demographic transi-
tion, the fraction of the population composed of young people started a 
consistent decline. The interaction of the demographic change with the wide 
host of policies adopted seems to provide a reasonable explanation for the 
remarkable performance of the homicide rates in the state of São Paulo.

If  São Paulo’s government achieves its goal of ten homicides (both inten-
tional and nonintentional) per 100,000 inhabitants, the state will reach what 
the World Health Organization recognizes as an acceptable level of mortal-
ity due to homicides.

1.8   Concluding Remarks

This chapter argues that the high crime rates observed in Latin America 
seem to be consistent with the socioeconomic characteristics of its countries 
and with the policies implemented by governments in the region. There seems 
to be no basis for the claim that the patterns observed are due to unusual 
and exceptional characteristics faced by its countries. On the contrary, three 
factors widely recognized as being major determinants of the incidence of 
crime—inequality, police presence, and incarceration rates—account for 
most of the seemingly exceptionally high crime rates. This interpretation is 
further supported by successful experiences of crime reduction in some areas 
that would rank among the most violent in the region just a few decades 
ago. Among others, Bogotá and São Paulo have sustained steady declines 
in crime rates, particularly homicide, following the consistent and continued 
implementation of policies combining the use of more intense and effective 
repressive measures with social support programs.
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