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More COPS

By John J. Donohue 11l and Jens Ludwig

ABSTRACT

It would be unrealistic to expect
crime to continue dropping
sharply as it did in the 1990s, but
that is no reason to undermine
the progress brought by
successful policies. With recent
FBI data showing crime on the
rise, it is time to reconsider the
massive de-funding of one of the
most successful federal anti-
crime measures of the 1990s:
the U.S. Department of Justice's
Office of Community Policing
Services (COPS) program. The
program, authorized by the Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act of 1994,
provides grants to state and local police to hire additional officers and adopt aspects
of "community policing."

The COPS program distributed nearly $1 billion in hiring grants to state and local
police in each fiscal year from 1995 to 1999. Yet the amount of COPS funding
allocated to helping state and local departments hire more police has declined
dramatically over the past several years. The funding allocated for this purpose in
fiscal 2005 was just $5 million. COPS has been effective in putting more police
officers on the street. The best available evidence suggests that more police lead to
less crime. Thus, COPS appears to have contributed to the drop in crime observed in
the 1990s.

Given that the costs of crime to American society are so large - perhaps as much as
$2 trillion per year - even small percentage reductions in crime can reap very large
benefits. Our calculations suggest restoring the $1.4 billion COPS budget that
prevailed in fiscal 2000 is likely to generate a benefit to society valued from $6
billion to $12 billion. COPS appears to be one of the most cost-effective options
available for fighting crime.
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Introduction

FBI statistics suggest that violent crime rates increased from 2004 to 2005, and
continued to climb through at least the first half of 2006. The massive drop in
violent crime witnessed in the 1990s, when homicide rates declined by nearly 45
percent, has stalled since the turn of the millennium (Figure 1). As the Washington
Post noted in a front-page article in December 2006, “the historic drop in the U.S.
crime rate has ended and is being reversed.”

Figure 1
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It is in our view no coincidence that violent crime rates were declining during the
1990s when the number of police patrolling U.S. streets was on the rise (shown in
Figure 1 by the number of police per 100,000 people), and that the crime drop has
stalled as the number of police per capita has declined. The increase in police
spending during the 1990s was driven in part by the federal government’s new COPS
program, which distributed nearly $1 billion in hiring grants to state and local police
in each fiscal year from 1995 to 1999. Yet the amount of COPS funding allocated to
helping state and local departments hire more police has declined dramatically over
the past several years; the total amount of funding allocated for this purpose in 2005
was equal to just $5 million (see:
http://www.cops.usdoj.gov/mime/open.pdf?ltem=1611).

A funding cut of 99.5 percent for police hiring under COPS would make sense if the
program were ineffective or inefficient, but this is not the case. The best available
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research suggests that putting more police officers on urban streets is one of the
most cost-effective ways to reduce crime.

COPS and Cops

Demonstrating the desirability of the COPS program requires that we establish a
number of propositions. First, in order for the COPS program to reduce crime
successfully in the United States, COPS hiring grants to state and local law
enforcement agencies need to actually translate into more police officers on the
street. This need not be the case, since as with any government program many
things can go wrong. Money might be mismanaged or misspent. State and local
police departments might be unable to recruit and train enough new police officers,
particularly when the labor market is tight, as it was in the 1990s. Or jurisdictions
that receive a grant from the federal government to hire more police might simply
reduce their own financial contributions to the police department by the exact same
amount.

Yet the best available research suggests that the COPS program was in fact
successful in putting more police on the street. A recent report by the Government
Accounting Office estimated that in 2000, the peak year of COPS hiring grants, the
program funded around 17,000 sworn officers, equal to around 3 percent of the total
number of sworn police officers across the country. A study by economists William
Evans and Emily Owens at the University of Maryland suggests that state and local
law enforcement agencies do reduce somewhat their own budgets for hiring in
response to COPS grants, but that on average each extra 10 officers paid for by a
COPS grant increases the size of the agency’s police force by seven officers.
Accounting for the partially offsetting behavior by state and local government
suggests that COPS increased the total number of police officers on the street in the
peak year of 2000 by 11,900 officers, equal to around 2 percent of the total police
force in the country that year.

COPS and Crime

The second proposition — that more police on the streets leads to lower crime —
would appear to be obviously true. But substantial social science research at one
point seemed to challenge this proposition. The skeptics concerning police
effectiveness pointed out that the police very rarely arrest someone who is in the
middle of committing a crime. Even the very best police departments require several
minutes to respond to a 911 call for help — which is usually enough time for criminal
perpetrators to flee the scene. And of course with many violent and property crimes
the victims themselves are unable to report the crime to the police until after the
crime has been completed. As President Clinton was advocating the need for
100,000 more cops on the street in 1994, one prominent academic skeptic on police
effectiveness (David Bayley) wrote: “The police do not prevent crime. This is one of
the best kept secrets of modern life. Experts know it, the police know it, but the
public does not know it. Yet the police pretend that they are society’s best defense
against crime and continually argue that if they are given more resources, especially
personnel, they will be able to protect communities against crime. This is a myth.”

Despite the plausibility of the view that stepped-up policing might reduce crime by
increasing the chances that an offender is successfully identified, arrested and
punished after the fact, many criminologists were primed to endorse Bayley’s



conclusion. These criminologists are skeptical about the whole idea of deterrence,
noting that many would-be offenders are likely to be unaware of changes in policing
intensity, while even those who are aware of stepped-up policing may be undeterred
because they are drunk, destitute, enraged or deranged. Economists usually
respond that more police spending can still reduce aggregate crime rates, even if
many crime-prone people are unaware or unaffected by the policy change. All that is
required is that at least some people at risk for committing crime realize and respond
to the change in a local policing environment. Moreover, economists usually believe
that criminals will be more responsive to changes in punishment certainty than
severity, in part because people generally tend to be more focused on events that
happen close in time rather than in the distant future. This implies that to the extent
to which criminals can be deterred, stepped-up policing that increases the chances
offenders are punished at all may be a more effective use of resources than handing
out ever longer prison terms.

Progress in the science of econometrics has played an important role in providing a
better answer to the important empirical question of the impact of police on crime.
The key difficulty to generating good econometric estimates of this impact stems
from the fact that police are not randomly distributed across municipalities in
America. Big-city mayors are usually more worried about crime than their
counterparts in charge of affluent suburban communities, and set their police
budgets accordingly. But the fact that high-crime cities spend more on police per
capita on average than do lower-crime jurisdictions does not mean that police cause
crime, in the same way that the increased prevalence of sick people in doctor’s
offices does not mean that modern medicine causes bad health outcomes. Even
comparing how crime changes within a given jurisdiction when police spending goes
up may be problematic, since additional resources are often devoted to police
departments when crime rates are increasing.

Only recently have social scientists been able to make real headway in untangling
this causal relationship, with the best available studies now suggesting that
increasing the number of police on the streets will in fact reduce crime. One of the
best of these studies is by University of Chicago economist Steven Levitt,, who
examines what happens in cities that increase police spending for reasons unrelated
to what else is going on with local crime trends, for example because of stronger
public service unions. Levitt's estimates suggest that each 10 percent increase in
the size of the police force reduces violent crime by 4 percent and property crimes by
5 percent. The 2 percent jump in the number of police generated by COPS should
reduce violent crimes by about 0.8 percent and property crimes by about 1 percent.
Other studies that have followed Levitt’s strategy of seeking natural experiments to
generate valid estimates of the effectiveness of police in reducing crime typically find
qualitatively similar results.

Note that Levitt’'s estimates reflect what happens to crime when cities put more
police on the street and continue to deploy them in the usual way. Other research in
criminology and economics suggests that the effectiveness of police resources might
be enhanced further by targeting police attention at the highest-risk people or
places, such as crime “hot spots” or gang members, or focused on the highest-cost
parts of the crime problem, such as gun violence. These are the types of responses
that the COPS Office promotes, and so the effects of increased police presence
funded by the COPS program could in principle be somewhat larger than Levitt’s
estimates might imply.



Several recent studies that attempt to directly evaluate the effects of the COPS
program suggest that the COPS resources may indeed have been effectively targeted
to generate such greater crime reductions. One of the best of these COPS
evaluations is by University of Maryland economists William Evans and Emily Owens.
Their estimates suggest the 2 percent increase in police under COPS led to a 2
percent decline in violent crime and a 0.5 percent reduction in property offenses. A
recent study by the GAO yields qualitatively similar findings, suggesting that the
COPS program contributed to a 2.5 percent decline in violent crime rates and a 1.3
percent decline in overall crime rates from 1993-2000.

These calculations imply that the COPS program is helpful but can account for no
more than a small share of the massive proportional decline in violent crime rates
observed throughout the United States during the 1990s. Other factors were even
more important, including the increased spending on police that state and local
governments undertook on their own, a massive increase in the nation’s
incarceration rate, and the waning of the crack cocaine epidemic. The legalization of
abortion in the early 1970s may have also contributed to the crime drop of the 1990s
by reducing the share of adolescents and young adults who were brought up in
disadvantaged household environments. Other politically controversial public
policies, such as new gun control measures, liberalized gun-carrying laws, and
increased application of the death penalty, do not appear to have contributed to the
crime drop.

In any case, the right standard for judging whether COPS is a success is not whether
the program can account for a “large” share of the crime drop in the 1990s. The key
issue instead is whether the independent effects of the COPS program to reduce
crime is large enough to justify the program’s budget. We turn to this third point
next.

The Benefits and Costs of COPS

Given the dramatic costs that crime imposes on society each year, COPS appears to
be an extremely sound investment from society’s perspective. For a recent hearing
of the Senate Judiciary Committee, one of us (Ludwig) updated previous estimates
for the costs of crime in the United States compiled by economists David Anderson of
Centre College and Mark Cohen of Vanderbilt University. These new calculations
suggest that the total costs of crime to American society each year may be on the
order of $2 trillion. Of this total, nearly $700 billion come from costs to victims, of
which around $490 billion comes from serious violent crimes (nearly $180 billion
from homicides alone). Additional costs to society from crime come from the
approximately $350 billion worth of time and goods dedicated to protecting against
crime by private citizens and firms as well as government agencies, $250 billion from
the lost value of criminals’ time spent planning crimes or in prison, and the
remaining $700 billion or so is from costs imposed by white collar or economic
crimes.

Can the costs of crime to American society really be nearly $2 trillion, equal to
around 17 percent of Gross Domestic Product (GDP)? Note that because this figure
includes intangible as well as tangible costs, the implication is that crime reduces our
quality of life by the equivalent of 17 percent of GDP (rather than accounts for 17
percent of actual GDP). In addition to the obvious monetary costs, crime changes
the way we all live our lives. For example, economists Julie Cullen of the University



of California at San Diego and Steve Levitt of the University of Chicago find that each
additional homicide in a city causes around 70 residents to move elsewhere. NYU
economist Amy Schwartz and her colleagues estimate that fully one-third of the
increase in property values in New York City over the 1990s may be due to a decline
in that city’s crime rate.

Given these enormous costs of crime, even a very small reduction in crime can
generate benefits to society that outweigh the costs of more COPS funding. More
specifically, suppose that COPS funding were restored to 2000 levels, which would
require a total of about $1.4 billion in today’s dollars for hiring grants to state and
local law enforcement agencies. How much crime reduction benefit would we buy
with this $1.4 billion annual payment? The calculations above suggest that the new
COPS funding would reduce the roughly $500 billion violent crime cost by 1 or 2
percent and the $200 billion property crime cost by 0.5 to 1 percent. In total, these
crime savings sum to between $6 and $12 billion. These calculations are
conservative in the sense that we assume other costs of crime, such as preventive
measures against crime by government and private citizens, are totally unaffected by
marginal declines in crime. But even under this somewhat conservative approach,
our calculations suggest that adding $1.4 billion in funding for the COPS program
would avert between $6 and $12 billion in victimization costs to the American
people.

Conclusion

The past several years have seen an increase in violent crime in America after many
years in which the crime rate declined dramatically. Crime is a complex
phenomenon, and the end of the crime drop is surely due to many different factors.
But one contributing explanation in our view is the decline in police spending in the
United States, including cuts to the budget of the federal COPS program.

Despite a long debate among social scientists about whether increased spending on
police reduces crime, we believe the best evidence currently available strongly
suggests that restoring funds for the COPS program will be a highly cost-effective
way to reduce crime. At the same time that the COPS budget has declined, the Bush
Administration devoted substantial new resources through Project Safe
Neighborhoods (PSN) to, among other things, handing out gun locks as well as
longer federal prison sentences to eligible gun offenders. Judging from previous
research studies that we and others have conducted, we conclude that these
activities are unlikely to have much impact on crime. Redirecting resources from
PSN to COPS would be a step in the direction of restoring previous COPS funding and
help reduce crime in America without requiring new government spending.

But more importantly, COPS represents one example where government spending
can be even more efficient than private sector spending, so raising new tax revenues
to expand the program may be justified. Like most economists, we are amazed at
the efficiency and productivity of private market activities in most areas. However,
in some special cases increased government spending can actually enhance
efficiency, even if the higher tax revenues that are required cause some modest
decline in private-sector economic activity. Policing is a classic example since this is
what economists call a “public good.” Private sector firms will have a hard time
providing police patrol services to communities because even community residents
who do not sign up for the firm’s protection will benefit from having patrols serving



other neighborhood residents. The fact that some gated communities compel
residents to contribute towards private security simply serves to reinforce our
argument.

The efficiency of increasing federal spending on the COPS program is suggested by
the very high ratio of benefits to costs suggested by our calculations. We estimate
that each additional dollar devoted to the COPS program may generate somewhere
in excess of $4 to $8.50 in benefits to society. The relative benefits to costs of COPS
are extremely high compared to other government programs, making COPS one of
the most attractive federal expenditure programs available — not just for tackling
crime, but for any governmental purpose.

These facts suggest two final points. First, the high returns of the COPS program
suggest that some thought should be given to increasing funding beyond the level in
2000. Optimal allocation would suggest that COPS spending should be increased
until the marginal gains of the last dollar spent fall to $1. Second, while we think the
case for restoration of the funding is unassailable, we should also stress that there
are some advantages to having this funding emanate from the federal government
rather than through local or state sources. The reason is that the federal
government alone has the power to run budget deficits, thereby avoiding the
undesirable consequence of decreasing in funding for police when the economy turns
down and state and local revenues decline.

John J. Donohue 111 is the Leighton Homer Surbeck Professor of Law at Yale
University and a research associate at the National Bureau of Economic Research.

Jens Ludwig is a nonresident senior fellow in the Economic Studies program at the
Brookings Institution, professor of public policy at Georgetown University and a
faculty research fellow at the National Bureau of Economic Research.
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