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Chapter 1



Nature of crime
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What you will learn:





1  The nature and extent of crime in Scotland and the UK.



2  Evidence of crime in Scotland and the UK.
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Unfortunately crime is a part of every society and for those who have been affected by crime, it can be life altering. While some crimes such as theft and assault already feature highly in crime rates, other crimes such as identity theft are on the rise as technology advances.


Nature of crime in Scotland


Due to social issues, such as extreme wealth inequalities, Scotland has an international reputation for violent crime. During the 1980s and 1990s there was a rapid rise in the number of people being assaulted due to a gang culture in Scotland’s biggest cities. In 2005, a United Nations report carried out by the World Health Organization highlighted that Scotland had the second highest murder rate in Western Europe and that Scots were three times more likely to be murdered than people in England and Wales. While many would argue that this reputation was undeserved and centred on specific areas, the high levels of crime were without doubt due in part to the use of knives and other dangerous weapons.


Knife crime


At the end of the twentieth century carrying a knife was considered commonplace by people in some of Scotland’s poorest areas. The number of people carrying knives appears to have declined across Scotland in the twenty-first century. According to figures from Police Scotland, arrests for the handling of an offensive weapon have been falling sharply, with a decline of 69 per cent over the last decade.


This has had a direct impact on the number of people killed by knife crime. Between 2006 and 2011, 40 children and teenagers were killed in homicides involving a knife in Scotland; between 2011 and 2016, that figure fell to just eight.


The decline has been greatest in Glasgow, which once had one of the highest murder rates in Western Europe. Between 2006 and 2011, 15 children and teenagers were killed with knives in Scotland’s largest city; between 2011 and 2016, none were. This has been due in part to the work of the Violence Reduction Unit (see pages 35–6).


Violent crime


Scotland’s reputation as a violent country has also seen a dramatic change in recent years. Violent crimes such as murder and serious assault have fallen, with 2017 seeing reported serious assaults fall below 3000 for the first time in decades. However, violent crime in general continues to rise, with Police Scotland claiming that this is not necessarily due to more violence on Scotland’s streets, but due to a change in culture where people are more likely to report violence and an increased chance of successfully convicting violent criminals in court.


Nature of crime in the UK


While Scotland has seen a general fall in serious violent crime this has not been the case across the whole of the UK. In London, in particular, there has been a huge spike in serious violent crime among teenagers. In 2018 the number of teenagers being killed was the highest for more than a decade.


In April 2018, the Commissioner of the Met Police (London Police) publically declared that they ‘had not lost control of the streets’ following a spate of murders across the city. In the first three months of the year the Met had opened 48 murder investigations, which placed it ahead of New York City for the first time in decades. The vast majority of these crimes were carried out with a bladed weapon, while eight involved the use of a gun.


Evidence of crime in Scotland and the UK


Crime statistics indicate that urban areas with areas of deprivation have the highest rates of crime (see Figure 1.1).
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Crime by region


Crime and justice is a devolved power for the Scottish Government and therefore it is very difficult to compare crime rates across the whole of the UK.
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Show your understanding





1  What evidence suggests that Scotland deserved its reputation as a violent country?



2  Explain, in your own words, why you think Scotland has a problem with knife crime.



3  What evidence suggests that knife crime is declining in Scotland?



4  Why is a rise in the recorded number of violent crimes not necessarily an indication that more crime is taking place?



5  Describe the problems London faced with crime at the beginning of 2018.
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Police Scotland analyse their statistics in a different way from other forces in the UK and Scots law means that the way criminals are convicted is also different. However, a YouGov poll (carried out by a surveying company) found that there was a huge variation in how safe people feel in cities across the UK.






	Area

	Percentage of people who thought it was ‘unsafe’







	Bradford

	42







	Birmingham

	41







	London

	39







	Glasgow

	38







	Manchester

	34







	Liverpool

	32







	Leeds

	30







	Sheffield

	25







	Bristol

	19







	Edinburgh

	14








Table 1.1 Perceived safety of cities in the UK, 2014



Recording crime


One factor that needs to be considered when looking at the nature of crime is how it is recorded. The obvious source for crime rates is the government in conjunction with the courts and the police. However, over time, laws can change and as a result it can be difficult to compare crime rates. The Scottish Government annually releases crime rates and these often appear in the media.
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	Type of crime

	Number of crimes committed in Scotland in 2017







	Non-sexual crimes of violence

	    7,164







	Sexual crimes

	  10,822







	Crimes of dishonesty

	113,205







	Fire-raising, vandalism, etc.

	  52,514







	Other crimes

	  54,916








Table 1.2 Crime rates by type of crime, 2017


The Scottish Government also releases the Scottish Crime and Justice Survey (SCJS), which includes official measures of criminal convictions and reported crime, and also the public’s opinions of crime. This gives a clearer view of crime within the country.


For example, the survey for 2016–17 showed that 86.6 per cent of adults within Scotland did not experience any crime. This highlights that the vast majority of people do not encounter crime and gives a more fair view of crime in Scotland. However, the survey also highlights that only 37 per cent of crime is actually reported to the police, so there is a lot of hidden crime taking place within Scottish society.


Some of the key statistics within the SCJS give an indication of the nature of crime within Scotland.






	68% of crime is property crime






	32% of crime is violent crime






	There has been a 38% fall in property crime since 2008






	There has been a 27% fall in violent crime since 2008






	More than 4 out of 5 violent crimes were committed by males






	77% of adults reported feeling safe walking alone after dark






	Bank card fraud is the crime most people feel worried about (52%)







Table 1.3 Selected statistics from the SCJS, 2016–17


As England and Wales have a separate legal system they have their own statistics on crime.
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Show your understanding





1  Referring to Figure 1.1 on page 7, what explanations can you give for the differences in crime rates across different areas?



2  Why are there difficulties in comparing crime statistics across the UK?



3  Which area feels least safe in the UK?



4  What is the trend in crime rates for Scotland? Justify your answer.



5  Referring to Table 1.2, create a table listing some of the crimes that you think would be included under each of the five crime headings. Aim for at least two different crimes per section.



6  Why is the Scottish Crime and Justice Survey seen as a more accurate picture of crime than crime rates alone?



7  Explain two reasons why some crime is unreported.



8  What is the trend in crime across England and Wales?
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Chapter 2



Causes of crime
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What you will learn:





1  Explanations of social causes of crime.



2  Explanations of economic causes of crime.



3  Explanations of biological causes of crime.
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Studying why people commit crime is called criminology and it was the fastest-growing degree in UK universities in 2018. The decision to commit crime is an individual one and as such people should be responsible for their own actions. However, there are many factors that lead someone to put their freedom at risk and commit a crime. Some people say that the environment an individual comes from – the influences in their life – causes them to commit crime. This provides a social explanation of crime. Others will point to financial pressures and greed as factors that influence people to commit crime. This provides an economic explanation of crime. Lastly, there are some people who point to genetic influences and traits as evidence that, from birth, some people are more likely to commit crime than others. This provides a biological explanation of crime.
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Social explanations of crime


When considering the impact of society on developing criminality in individuals, it is important to understand that the various factors rarely act in isolation. A complex combination of factors lead people to commit crimes. For example, the vast majority of people who suffer poverty will never commit a crime.


Family structures


One explanation for criminal behaviour put forward by some criminologists is the changing nature of families in modern-day Britain. The stereotypical family image – mother, father and two children in a detached or semi-detached house – is fast becoming less common. The 2011 census revealed that a greater proportion of the UK’s households now comprise single parents, adult children living with their parents, or pensioners than in 2001. There has been a 9.5 per cent increase in single-parent families, up from 2.6 million to almost 2.9 million. Single-parent families make up almost 17 per cent of all families in the census, up from 16.3 per cent in 2001.


There is great debate over the impact of these changes on society and specifically on the increase in youth crime in urban areas within the UK. The Conservative Government shed light on this after their 2010 General Election victory and promised to fix ‘Broken Britain’. The secretary of state for work and pensions at that time, Iain Duncan Smith, highlighted on a trip to Easterhouse, Glasgow why some children from complex families may be more likely to turn to deviant behaviour. He stated that due to complex family structures they will develop at a rate that is quite different from those who are growing up in a balanced environment in which there is empathy, reading and conversation; in which somebody has aspirations for the children and a set of values that are passed down to the children.


Youth crime


In the latter half of the twentieth century there was an increase in youth crime in the form of gang violence. Terms like ‘ned’, ‘yob’, ASBO and ‘hoodies’ were used to grab headlines. Many people see external factors such as poverty, poor parenting and peer pressure as reasons for young people committing crime. Young people generally are finding their way in the world and in Scotland are not considered fully responsible for their actions until they are sixteen. Therefore external factors are thought to be more responsible for leading younger people down a path of criminality. There is no simple combination of circumstances that results in criminality in young people, but there are a number of key risk factors that may result in youth offending. These are:





•  being male – 87 per cent of youth crime is committed by males



•  having parents or other family members who are perpetrators or are imprisoned



•  suffering bereavement or family breakdown



•  drug and alcohol misuse



•  neglect and even physical, sexual or emotional abuse



•  associating with other young criminals



•  witnessing domestic violence.





Alcohol and drug abuse among parents has been identified as one of the main reasons for these ‘troubled youngsters’. The types of crimes committed most regularly are breach of the peace, followed by vandalism and assault. Young people are responsible for higher proportions of offences such as fire-raising (86 per cent), vandalism (75 per cent), theft of motor vehicles (75 per cent), handling offensive weapons (59 per cent) and housebreaking (55 per cent). It is estimated that the bulk (49 per cent) of youth crime is attributable to those aged 18–21. The under-15s commit over one-third of youth crime, with the remainder attributable to those aged 16–17.



Gangs



When considering young criminals we normally associate their actions with gangs. Recent studies have found that up to 3500 young people between the ages of 11 and 23 have joined one of the 170 street gangs within Glasgow’s borders. Furthermore, the homicide rate for Glasgow males between the ages of 10 and 29 is comparable to the rates in Argentina, Costa Rica and Lithuania. The reasons why young people join gangs are varied, but invariably they are related to problems in their lives and in the local area.


Education


There is an argument that a lack of education can lead someone down a path towards committing crime. Students from the poorest areas are more likely to have additional support needs; to leave school as a NEET (a young person not in education, employment or training) and their levels of attainment will be lower than those from better off areas. School exclusion rates are higher in local authorities with higher levels of poverty.


Students get excluded from school for a variety of reasons. Many young people in this situation may feel abandoned by their teachers and even their parents and may find comfort in belonging to a gang.


This pattern is also reflected in attainment. In Scotland, attainment is measured by SQA (Scottish Qualifications Authority) examination results. Students from the poorest backgrounds do less well on average than those from areas that suffer less deprivation. The reasons for these statistics are wide-ranging and extremely complex. Students from poorer areas such as Drumchapel in Glasgow and Bowbridge in Dundee may find that education is not a priority. Gang culture, criminality in parents, family violence and abuse and poor upbringing can all contribute to a lack of focus on attainment. For some of these young people who perform poorly in school a life of crime is seen as a preferred route to wealth and material objects than struggling on a low income and perhaps a greater risk of unemployment.
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Reasons why some people join gangs





•  A sense of ‘family’ – Young people might feel that they don’t receive enough support or attention at home.



•  Need for food or money – Increasingly, gang members use their affiliation to make a profit through illegal activities, such as selling drugs and theft.



•  Desire for protection – Communities with high gang activity often see young people join a gang just to survive.



•  Peer pressure – Kids and teens face constant pressure to fit in.



•  Family history or tradition – Families can have gang involvement spanning multiple generations.



•  Excitement – Many teenagers from areas of deprivation cannot afford to take part in activities that stimulate them, or such activities may not be available in their areas. This social exclusion (see pages 52–3) can lead them to seek thrills elsewhere.



•  To appear cool – Being part of a gang offers instant respect and a way to access loyal friends.
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Show your understanding





1  What are the three main explanations for crime?



2  According to the last census, how have family structures changed?



3  In your own words explain why, in some cases, the changes to family structures may influence some young people towards a life of crime.



4  Look at the key factors that influence youth crime. Chose three and explain why they may negatively influence a young person.



5  What types of crime are young people more likely to commit and why do you think this is the case?
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Case study: London riots


Opinion differs on the causes of the 2011 riots, which began in the London boroughs and spread to Manchester, Birmingham, Bristol and Liverpool. A Guardian article at the time stated that the riots represented ‘the most serious bout of civil unrest in a generation’. Five people died and more than 2500 shops and businesses were damaged. More than 2000 participants in the riots were arrested and 1400 were sent to jail.


On 4 August 2011 Mark Duggan, a 29-year-old black man from Tottenham in London, was shot and killed by police. He was suspected of being in possession of a handgun. Mark’s death led to a public protest in Tottenham over the circumstances of his killing. It was a peaceful protest, but later that night violence broke out.


Some argue that this event sparked the riots, but the events that followed were not race riots. ‘Reading the Riots’, a joint study by the Guardian and the London School of Economics (LSE), looked into the causes of the 2011 riots.


Professor Tim Newburn, head of LSE’s Social Policy Department, felt that it was very important to speak with those involved in the riots, including the police and victims. In interviews with the rioters, 85 per cent of those questioned said policing was an ‘important’ or ‘very important’ factor in why the riots happened.


Here are some of the responses given by those involved in the riots:





•  ‘The police is the biggest gang out there.’



•  ‘Abuse of police power in their communities.’



•  ‘They just generally class you as someone that’s bad like that.’



•  In response to the question ‘Do the police in your area do a good or bad job?’ only 7 per cent of ‘Reading the Riots’ respondents said ‘excellent’ or ‘good’, compared to 56 per cent of respondents to the same question in the British Crime Survey.



•  Of the respondents, 73 per cent said they had been stopped and searched in the past twelve months; they were more than eight times more likely than the general population in London to have been stopped and searched in the previous year.





In an ICM poll (one carried out by a social research company), while rioters named poverty and policing as the two most important causes of the riots, when the general population was surveyed, poor parenting (86 per cent) and criminality (86 per cent) were said to be the leading riot causes. One newspaper columnist blamed ‘feral parents [who were] too drunk or drugged or otherwise out of it’ to care if their children were out looting and burning.


Gender and the riots


Government data has estimated that only 10 per cent of those who took part in the riots were female. But the ‘Reading the Riots’ research indicates that girls and women appear to have played a significant role in the disorder. In the study, interviews carried out with female rioters revealed complex reasons for their involvement. Similar to the men who rioted, some were there only to loot and exploit the anarchic situation; others said that they had no intention of stealing and that they got caught up in the moment.


Social networking and the spread of the riots


During and immediately after the riots, many media reports claimed that social media played an important part in inciting, organising and spreading the riots. Some politicians and commentators called for Twitter to be closed down, but studies have shown that there is no significant evidence of Twitter playing such a part. In fact, it was found that Twitter proved valuable in mobilising support among people who volunteered to clean up.


Free mobile phone messaging did provide a fast and free method of communication, however, and seems to have been used by many who took part in the riots.
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