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11995 and 1996 Governor George Allen,
with bipartisan support from the General
Assembly, made significant changes to the laws
governing the treatment of juvenile offenders.
These new laws and regulations are more than
minor adjustments to the juvenile justice syst ill. They r flect an intrinsically different view
of the juvenile offender and of the proper role
of the system within the Commonwealth.
Traditionally, the juvenile justice system
has operated on the premise that youthful
offenders are more amenable to reform than
adults. Because of their age, juveniles are seen
as being impressionable, less likely than adults
to appreciate the consequences of their actions,
less likely to form criminal intent, and, perhaps
most importantly, as more likely to have the
capacity to change. This underlying view of the
psychological character of juveniles provides
the main rationale for the functioning of the
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juvenile justice system. The system's primary
purpose has been to promote the welfare of the
child, even though the child may have engaged
in criminal activity. To accomplish this purpose,
the system has historically operated to divert
juveniles away from formal court proceeding
and into alternative, community-based treatment programs.
For the most part this system has served
the Commonwealth well, and the system's
underlying assumptions concerning youthful
offenders seem appropriate for most, if not all.
However, as witnessed by the 1995 and 1996
legislation, some Virginians saw serious problems with the system, particularly the treatment
of repeat offenders and juveniles found guilty
of committing violent crimes. Some legislators
felt that the current system went overboard in
protecting the rights ofviolent youthful offenders. In their view, violent offenders were given
more lenient sentences than if they had been
tried as adults; their anonymity was guaranteed
by law, and their victims rarely, if ever,
were allowed to participate in the judicia proceedings.
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Tabulating arrests
is not the same
as counting crimes
or the same as
counting criminals.

In order to correct these concerns, the new
legislation raises public safety and victim rights to
an equal status with protecting the rights of the
youthful offender. The age at which a juvenile
offender can be tried as an adult in circuit court has
been lowered to 14. Moreover, the new laws make
it easier for prosecutors to transfer juveniles accused
of committing serious crimes from juvenile to
circuit court. Finally, the new legislation has opened
juvenile court hearings to victims and their families
in all felony cases involving juveniles age 14
and over.
The Governor and General Assembly were
reacting, at least partially, to the public's growing
disenchantment with inequities in the juvenile justice system. But the public's knowledge ofthe juvenile
justice system is largely limited to news accounts of
particularly egregious crimes or articles documenting
the lenient treatment given in particular cases. And
although the Governor and General Assembly have
access to detailed statistical studies of juvenile crime,
this information is not widely disseminated and is rarely
seen by the public. Considering the high degree of
public concern with juvenile crime, there is a startling lack of basic information available on the topic.
This Newsletter will help fill this void by reviewing
basic demographic and criminological information
about juvenile crime.

'KGINM'SJUVENILEANDADULT
POPULATIONS
Figure 1 shows the growth of Virginia's population
over the last two decades. The total population grew
from 5 million in 1975 to over 6.6 million in 1995,
increasing 31 percent. The state's adult population,
those age 18 and over, grew even faster, from 3.5 to
5 million, up 44 percent. The juvenile population-

those age 10 to 17-decreased over most of this
period, falling 16 percent between 1975 and 1990.
But since the beginning of this decade the juvenile
population has reversed course, and grown from
640,000 to its current level of 694,000, a gain of
some 8 percent.
The number ofjuveniles will continue to grow
rapidly throughout the 1990s. By the year 2000 this
population is projected to reach 778,000, as shown
in Figure 2. For the entire decade it will grow from
640,000 to 778,000, an increase of nearly 22 percent. Between 2000 and 2010 there will be some
additional growth, but at a much diminished rate.
Projections show the juvenile population increasing from 778,000 to 795,000 in 2010, a gain of
only two percent.

GMEMEASURES
In order to evaluate the magnitude ofjuvenile crime
it is important to knovv something about the nature
and availability of criminal justice information. As
it turns out, the currently available data are not completely appropriate for documenting the number of
juvenile criminals or the number of crimes committed by juveniles.
There exist two basic sources of crime data
for the United States. One source is based on victimization surveys, the second on reports from local
criminal justice agencies, such as state and local
police and sheriff departments.
Possibly the best source of information on the
true extent of crime is the annual National Crime
Victimization Survey (NCVS). The survey collects
information from all household residents age 12 and
older and collects information on all forms ofcriminal
victimization except murder. The survey's major
liability is that, since it is based on a national sample,
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FIGURE 2
Estimated and Projected Juvenile Population Age 10-17, Virginia: 1975-2010
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its results are of national scope. In other words, there
is no state-specific information produced from the
CVS. A further problem, at least from the standpoint ofresearching juvenile crime, is that the primary
focus of the NCVS is on victimization, and not on
the characteristics of offenders, which frequently are
unknown.
The second major source of crime information comes from reports supplied by local law
enforcement agencies to the Federal Bureau of
Investigation. The Uniform Crime Reports (UCR)
program collects two types of information from
local law enforcement agencies. First is information
on crimes known to the police. However, this
information is limited to a subset of all crimes. Only
information on the most serious crimes is collected,
including homicide, forcible rape, robbery, aggravated assault, burglary, larceny-theft, motor vehicle
theft, and arson. While these statistics have the virtue ofbeing available for states and individual counties
and cities, their lack of completeness is a significant
problem. Also, in many instances the perpetrator
ofa crime is unknown to local law enforcement agencies, so important personal characteristics ofcriminals
such as age go unrecorded.
The UCR program also collects information
on the number of arrests made by local police agencies during the year. This information includes arrests
for all crimes except traffic violations, includes personal characteristics of the person arrested, and is
available for small areas such as counties and cities.
Arrest statistic combine detailed and comprehensive crime information together with demographic
characteristics of the perpetrator.
At first glance it appears that arrest statistics
are the perfect yardstick for measuring juvenile crime.
A econd look should convince the reader that this
statistical series is somewhat less than perfect for the
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job. It is important that the reader keep in mind
exactly what arrest data do, and do not, measure.
Tabulating arrests is not the same as counting crimes
or the same as counting criminals.
To see the importance of this point more
clearly, consider the following examples. First, a single
crime may be committed by several persons. For
example, three men hold up a convenience store. If :
all three are arrested, the arrest tally stands at three.
If two of those arrested are released for lack of evidence, and then commit another holdup a month
later and are again arrested, then the tally increases
by two more arrests. The arrest statistics may contain multiple arrests of the same person.
Second, just as there is no necessary connection between individual criminals and persons arrested,
there is no necessary connection between arrests and
crimes. One per on may steal a car, hold up a bank,
shoot a bank teller, flee the police and in so doing
crash into another car, killing all ofits occupants. But
this series of crimes still produces just one arrest.
Two other important points. The arrest count
is not the same as a count of persons arrested and :
convicted of crimes. The innocence or guilt of the
person arrested does not enter into this statistical
series. Finally, arrest statistics can reflect trends and
fashions in the activities of local law enforcement
agencies. If these agencies decide to crack down on
prostitution, there will be an increasing number of •
prostitution arrests. But the actual number of these
crimes or criminals may not be changing at all, even
though the number of arrests are.
So, even though arrest statistics contain much
of the basic information required to assess the
extent of juvenile crime, they are far from being a
perfect measure of either the number of juvenile
criminals or the number of crimes committed
by juveniles.
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FIGURE 3
Juvenile and Adult Arrest Rates for All Crimes, Virginia: 1975-1995
Rate Per 100,000 Population
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L N D S IN ARRESTRATES
While the number of juveniles was declining
between 1975 and 1990, juvenile arrests started to
climb in 1983. A good way of relating simultaneous
changes in the number of juveniles and their arrests
is by looking at the underlying arrest rate.
Figure 3 shows juvenile and adult arrest rates
for all crimes. Although adults commit many more
crimes than juveniles, their base population is also
much larger. As a result, arrest rates are close for the
two groups. The juvenile arrest rate remained nearly
flat between 1975 and 1983 but then began a longterm increase that is still continuing. The adult rate
slowly increased between 1975 and 1990 but has
since declined. As a result of the decline in the adult
rate, combined with a steep increase in the juvenile

rate beginning in 1990, the two sets of rates crossed
sometime between 1992 and 1993. For the last three
years the juvenile arrest rate has exceeded the adult
rate. Considering just the post-1990 behavior ofboth
sets of rates, it looks as though the juvenile rate will
continue to exceed the adult rate by ever-increasing
margins.
Criminologists typically divide crimes into two
major categories, called Part I and Part II crimes.
Part I crimes are those deemed to be the most serious and include homicide (both murder and
non-negligent manslaughter), forcible rape, robbery,
aggravated assault, burglary, larceny-theft, motor
vehicle theft, and arson. These particular crimes are
selected for inclusion as Part I crimes based on their

FIGURE 4
Juvenile and Adult Arrest Rates for All Part I Crimes, Virginia: 1975-1995
Rate Per 100,000 Population

2,000 -

4

1977

1979

1981

1985

1987

1989

1991

1993

Weldon Cooper Center for Public Service • November 1996

seriousness, frequency of occurrence, and likelihood
of being reported to the authorities. Part II crimes
are those deemed to be either less serious or less
likely to be consistently reported to the authorities.
Figure 4 shows juvenile and adult arrest rates
for all Part I crimes combined. The juvenile arrest
rate for these crimes is much higher than the adult
rate, and has been for the last two decades. Historically, juveniles commit serious crimes at about 2 to
2 1/2 times the adult rate. And although it is difficult to see from Figure 3, the 1995 juvenile arrest
rate exceeded the adult rate by a factor of 2.7, the
highest differential recorded in the past 21 years.
A second important feature of the chart can
be seen by comparing it with Figure 3. The juvenile
all-crimes arr st rate has increased more rapidly than
the arrest rate for all serious crimes. In 1975 the
juvenile all-crimes arrest rate was 2.8 times greater
than their arrest rate for serious crimes. By 1995
the all-crimes arrest rate was 3.4 times higher than
the serious crime arrest rate.

PART

Figure 5 shows adult and juvenile arrest rates
for all serious property crimes-burglary, larcenytheft, motor vehicle theft, and arson combined.
Juveniles have much higher arrest rates for serious
property crimes than adults-their arrest rates are,
on average, about two-and-a-half times higher. The
juvenile arrest rate for serious property crimes varied between 1,500 and 2,000 between 1975 and

Juveniles commit
serious crimes
at a higher rate.

TABLE 1
Change in Arrest Rates for Juveniles & Adults,
Virginia: 1975-1995 and 1990-1995
Percent Change in Arrest Rate
1975-1995
1990-1995
All crimes

Adult
Juvenile

16.2°/0
56.5

-15.20/0
29.9

6.4
30.8

-14.3
10.6

17.8
70.4

-15.3
40.2

12.4
25.7

-19.5
6.7

117.0
-47.9
81.8
63.7

42.2
-15.9
-20.1
18.7

-9.6
87.8

8.5
51.7

26.1
67.6
152.5
47.1

-31.9
9.6
43.2
89.9

All Part I Crimes

Adult
Juvenile
All Part II Crimes

Adult
Juvenile
Part I Property Crimes

I PROPERTY CRIMES

In addition to dividing crimes into those considered more serious (Part I crimes) and less serious
(Part II crimes), criminologists routinely subdivide
serious crimes into two groups. One group consists
of crimes committed against persons and are collectively referred to as violent crimes. The second
group consists of crimes committed against property and are thus referred to as property crimes.
Part I violent crimes include homicide, forcible rape,
robbery, and aggravated assault. Part I property crimes
are burglary, larceny-theft, motor vehicle theft, and
arson.

Adult
Juvenile
Juvenile rates for
Arson
Burglary
Motor Vehicle Theft
Larceny-Theft
Part I Violent Crimes

Adult
Juvenile
Juvenile rates for
Homicide
Forcible Rape
Aggravated Assault
Robbery

Juvenile arrest rates calculated using the population age 10-17 as the
at-risk population. Adult arrest rates calculated using the population age
18 and over as the at-risk population.

FIGURE 5
Juvenile an Adult Arrest Rates for All Part I Property Crimes, Virginia: 1975-1995
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FIGURE 6
Juvenile Arrest Rates for Part I ~roperty Crimes by Type, Virginia: 1975-1995
Rate Per 100,000 Population
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1990, but has exceeded 2,000 arrests per 100,000
population every year since. Table 1 shows that,
from 1990 through 1995, the juvenile arrest rate
for property crimes increased by about seven percent.
Figure 6 shows juvenile arrest rates for each
of the four Part I property crimes. Arson and motor
vehicle theft are indexed to the left vertical axis;
burglary and larceny-theft are measured against the
right vertical axis.
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Of the four serious property crimes, arson has
the lowest arrest rate, less than 50 per 100,000. The
arson arrest rate has remained nearly constant for
the past two decades, averaging 27 arrests per year
from 1975 through 1995, and averaging a slightly
higher 31 arrests per year since 1990.
Motor vehicle theft has the second lowest
arrest rate. Unlike arson, however, the arre t pattern for this crime has swung wildly from year to
year. Beginning in 1975 with a rate slightly below

FIGURE 7
Juvenile and Adult Arrest Rates for Part I Violent Crimes, Virginia: 1975-1995
Rate Per 100,000 Population
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150 arrests per year, the rate first climbed, and then
fell rapidly to less than 100 arrests per 100,000 in
1983. At that point, though, the rate began a very
long, steep climb, to top out at 290 arrests per 100,000
in 1990. Since then the rate has fallen back, and in
1995 stood at 232 arrests per 100,000.
Burglary by juveniles has the second highest
arrest rate of the four property crimes, and is the
only serious property crime showing a long-term
decline. The burglary arrest rate has fallen from a
high of700 p r 100,000 in 1978 to a low of 308 in
1995. From 1975 to 1995 the burglary arrest rate
averaged 464 per year; but from 1990 through 1995
the average is down to 354.
Larceny-theft has the highest arrest rate of the
four erious pr perty crimes. Unlike burglary, which
is declining, t e larceny-theft arrest rate is increasing. In 1975 the juvenile arrest rate for this crime
was 915. It now stands at 1,500 arrests per 100,000,
a 64 percent increase.

~T

I VIOLENT CRIMES
Figure 7 shows juvenile and adult arrest rates for
all serious violent crimes. From 1975 to 1990 the
adult rate was higher than the juvenile rate, although
the gap between the two was narrowing. Since 1990
the juvenile arrest rate has exceeded the adult rate.
Both adult and juvenile rates rose rapidly after 1990,
but the 1995 data show the adult rate turning down,
while the juvenile rate continues to climb. As of
1995 the juvenile rate, 278 arrests per 100,000 population, is the highest it has been at any time during
the last two decades.

It is interesting to compare juvenile arrest rates
for serious property and violent crimes (Figures 5 and
7). The juvenile arrest rate for property crime is much
higher than the violent crime arrest rate but is increasing at a much slower pace. Whereas juvenile arrests
for serious property crimes have increased 7 percent
since 1990, their arrest rate for serious violent crimes
has increased 52 percent. Nevertheless, juveniles are
arrested for serious property crimes about 11 times
more often than for serious violent crimes.
Figure 8 shows juvenile arrest rates for each type
ofviolent crime. Aggravated assault and robbery have
by far the highest arrest rates in the group, while
arrest rates for forcible rape and homicide are considerably lower. The aggravated assault arrest rate
gradually increased between 1975 and 1987 but since
then has grown very rapidly. The robbery arrest rate
gradually declined between 1975 and 1989 but has
risen rapidly since. Because of the scale used in Figure 8 it is difficult to see any long-term pattern for
either forcible rape or homicide. Figure 9 provides
an xpanded view of juvenile arrest rates for these
two cnmes.
Figure 9 shows that the forcible rape arrest
rate has been slowly increasing since 1975. It reached
15 arrest per 100,000 around 1986, and a rate of
20 arrests per 100,000 in 1992. Since then the rate
has moved erratically; downward from 1992 to 1994,
but up again in 1995.
The juvenile homicide arrest rate was moderately stable between 1975 and 1987, at around 5
arrests per 100,000. In 1987 it began a period of
rapid increase and doubled to 10 arrests per 100,000
in 1990. The rate stayed at around 10 from 1990

•

•

FIGURE 8
Juvenile Arrest Rates for Serious Violent Crimes by Type, Virginia: 1975-1995
Rate Per 100,000 Population
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FIGURE 9
Juvenile Arrest Rates for Homicide and Forcible Rape, Virginia: 1975-1995
Rate Per 100,000 Population
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through 1993 but has declined in the last two years.
In 1995 the rate was about 7 arrests per 100,000
juvenile population.

COSING OBSERVATIONS
The statistics reviewed in this report' document an
incredible rise in juvenile crime in recent years. All
juvenile arrest rates reviewed in this article, with the
single exception of burglary, are higher today than
they were in 1975. Almost all are higher today than
they were in 1990. Since the beginning of the decade,
the juvenile arrest rate for all crimes is up 30 percent,
the rate for serious crimes has risen 11 percent, and
the violent crime arrest rate has increa ed 52 percent.
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, Gov;rn~~' Allen and the General Assembly's
response to the increasing frequency ofjuvenile violence has been to create a more punitive juvenile
justice system. In doing this they are explicitly
rejecting the older model of the adolescent criminal
as a child with less than fully developed cognitive
abilities. In it place is a new model of the violent
juvenile offender as a younger version of the adult
offender. The information presented in this article
on the magnitu.de of juvenile crime, and especially
~ 011'\ the extent of violent crime, support the notion
that some changes were undoubtedly justified. But
only time will tell whether the new "get-tough"
approach will actually succeed in reducing the rate
of juvenile violence.•
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