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SUMMARY:  Crime in King County is at historic lows.  In reviewing the crime data available for the county, we have found that reports of crime are down and, for every county law and justice agency except the District Court, workload measures and various other indicators are continuing to decline in 2009 and are projected to remain lower into 2010.  Overall crime measures are down with few exceptions.  In looking at crime in the county we have several measures.  We have crime reports for all of the county’s police jurisdictions, the number of cases that have been investigated by police agencies and a suspect(s) have been identified and the case referred to the prosecutor, the number of criminal filings, the number of cases heard in the county’s courts, the numbers of individuals booked into jail, and the average daily population of inmates in adult and juvenile secure detention.  

Crimes Reported.  Reported crime continues at historic lows for the county with a decline of 7.9 percent between 2008 when compared to 2007.  In looking at reported crime, we only have crime reports from the county’s police agencies through 2008; 2009 data is still be collected and will not be transmitted till after the end of the year.  The Washington State Association of Sheriffs and Police Chiefs collect crime data from all of the police agencies in the state and then report the data to the Federal Bureau of Investigation.  The data for the state are standardized and capture both the number of reports of crime types in each jurisdiction, but also calculate a rate, where reports are adjusted for population.  The data that should truly be of interest to policymakers is that, in the past 15 years, crime has decreased by every type of measurement in King County.  When comparing 1993 to 2008, and adjusting for population growth—that is, using the rate of crime per 1,000 population—overall reported crime has decreased 42.6 percent.  What is truly significant is that, while the county’s population grew 19.5 percent between 1993 and 2008, the total number of crimes reported in 2008 was 31.4 percent less than the number of crimes reported in 1993.  The following chart shows the crimes reported in King County from 1993 to 2008.
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The county’s biggest reductions have been in reported violent crime.  As noted above, the county’s population increased almost 20 percent in the past 15 years, yet the county’s violent crime rate (as adjusted for the population growth) has decreased 50.9 percent.  When comparing the number of reported violent crimes in 2008 to the actual number reported back in 1993, reported violent crime decreased 41.4 percent.  In contrast, in the State of Washington during the same time frame the violent crime rate also declined, but only 33.4 percent.  The following graph shows the number of reported violent crimes in King County from 1993 through 2008.
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Similar reductions have been seen in property and other crime types.  Most notably, the county’s auto theft numbers have declined over 55 percent in the last two years.

Felony Referrals and Filings Through October 2009, referrals are down 913 cases or about 5 percent less when compared to the same time frame in 2008.  The referrals are down 2,624 cases or 23 percent less when compared to the same time period in 2007.  Referrals are cases were a law enforcement agency has investigated a crime, identified (and often arrested) a suspect(s), and are requesting that the prosecutor file criminal charges.  
Through October 2009, felony criminal filings are down 2,137 cases or 28 percent when compared to the same time frame in 2008.  The referrals are down 3,703 cases or 40 percent when compared to the same time period in 2007.  These are cases were a law enforcement agency has investigated a crime, identified (and often arrested) a suspect(s), and the prosecutor files criminal charges.  The following graph shows felony criminal filing in King County for 1996 through 2008.
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The only type of filing that has increased are those for violent crimes—going up 390 cases from, 1,239 cases through October 2009 to 1,629 cases in the same time period in 2009.  This is indicative of an increase in violent crime in the county, but also recognizes that law enforcement agencies have investigated the crimes and identified suspects who may now be in jail or prison rather than on the streets.

Superior and District Court Case Filings.  In the first two quarters of 2009, the Superior court saw a modest increase in cases—420 or 1.3 percent, when compared to last year at the same time.  This is primarily due to civil case filing growth.  However, the court saw its criminal case filings decline by 1,300 cases or 27.7 percent when compared to last year.  The District Court has seen increases in its caseloads in 2009 when compared to 2008, expecting 5,000 more cases or 2.3 percent.  The court has seen increases in both its criminal and civil caseloads, in addition to the caseloads it handles for cities under contract.  Since 2005, the court’s caseload has grown from 203,937 cases to an expected 220,295 in 2009.  The court’s caseload per judge is now over 10,000 cases.

Secure Adult Detention.  The county continues to benefit from its investments to reduce secure detention population, reduce recidivism through treatment, and improve criminal case processing efficiency.  The county council, working in collaboration with the county’s law, and justice, and human services agencies has established as a signal priority the use of prevention instead of detention to reduce crime and control budget growth.  In 2000, the council adopted the far-reaching policy changes in the Juvenile Justice Operational Master Plan.  In 2002, the council instead of initiating the process to build new jail capacity the council directed the executive to extend policy reforms to the rest of the criminal justice system with the Adult Justice Operational Master Plan.  In addition, as part of the 2003 Budget, the council made significant reductions in the Department of Adult and Juvenile Detention’s budget for adult secure detention, while creating the Community Corrections division and criminal justice Initiative in the county’s Department of Community and Human Services.   The council created these new initiatives to encourage the use of alternatives and systems efficiencies and disagreed with the inevitability of continuing jail population and budget increases.

In King County, along with most of the rest of the nation, the jail population had continued to increase each year, due to increases in county population,  new legislation, enhanced penalties, increased length of stay, and the growing use of jails for drug offenders.  In addition, the jail also provided, by default, emergency housing, psychiatric and medical services for people who become involved in the criminal justice system because of their mental health or chronic physical conditions related to substance abuse.  In 1999, the county prepared a 10 year jail population projection for 2000 through 2010.  If the jail population had continued to increase at or near the projected historical rate, planners indicated that King County would exhaust all current secure and community correctional capacity in early 2005.  Instead, of planning for a new jail, the council directed the county’s criminal justice agencies (including Health and Community Services) to develop plans to reduce jail population through alternatives to secure detention, treatment, and other services to reduce re-offending.
The county has achieved its goal of significantly reducing jail population.  Through October 2009, the secure adult average daily jail population (ADP) was 2,221, a decline of 51 ADP or 2 percent compared to the same time period in 2008.  In contrast, the jail had estimated that its 2009 ADP would be 2,771, so the actual population is down 550 ADP or 19.8 percent below adopted projections.  In October 2009 the secure detention ADP was 2,053.  The following table shows the 1999 secure detention projection for 1999 through 2010 compared to actual ADP number through 2008.
Adult Secure Detention Population

Projected in 1999 Compared to Actual 
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Similarly, jail bookings continue to decline.  Through October 2009, the total number of bookings was 38,225, 2,976 or 7.2 percent less when compared to 2008.  Compared to the same period in 2007, the year-to-date number of bookings in 2009 is over 20 percent fewer bookings.

Juvenile Detention.  In 2000, the county acknowledged that it would have to construct 80 new juvenile detention beds by 2005 at a cost of at least $6.8 million plus annual operational costs in the millions of dollars.  King County’s juvenile offender population was growing at rates faster than juvenile crime.  In addition, the county was faced with increasing juvenile criminal filings, more juvenile warrants, more juvenile offenders under court-ordered supervision, and no less crime.  Instead of building new detention space and adding more probation officers, the council required that all elements of the juvenile justice system come together to redesign the county system.  This became the Juvenile Justice Operational Master Plan (JJOMP).  
Implementation of the recommendations of the JJOMP, not only helped the county avoid the tens of millions of dollars that would have been needed to build a new juvenile hall but also has saved over $10 million since its implementation and continues to save $1.2 million every year.  The county has implemented process changes, new alternatives, and treatment.  The implementation of these programs has had striking results; 50 percent fewer referrals by police to detention; 30 percent reduction in the number of juvenile criminal charges filed by the prosecutor; 50 percent fewer kids in detention; and, 30 percent fewer kids on probation.  In King County, the number of juveniles arrested declined 23.8 percent in the past four years. 
Juvenile detention populations have seen significant declines.  Through October 2009, the secure juvenile average daily jail population (ADP) was 85, a decline of 5 ADP or 5.5 percent compared to the same time period in 2008.  In contrast, the county had estimated that its 2009 juvenile ADP would be 110, so the actual population is down 25 ADP or 23 percent below adopted projections.  In October 2009 the secure detention ADP was 81.  The following table shows the 1999 secure detention projection for 1999 through 2010 compared to actual juvenile secure detention ADP number through 2008.

Juvenile Secure Detention Population

Projected in 1999 Compared to Actual
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