Endless new criminal laws, a massive increase in people jailed, and a rise in fear of crime

An article in Society Matters published by the Faculty of Social Sciences based at the Open University. Society Matters has continually defended the right to free speech and used its 24 full colour pages to demonstrate the contemporary relevance of social sciences.

More than 50 new criminal justice bills have been introduced by New Labour since they came to power in 1997, according to a report in Society Matters, the newspaper of the OU’s Social Sciences faculty.

Labour has created more than 3,055 new criminal offences, passed 115,000 pages of legislation and introduced more than 50 Bills, including 24 criminal justice measures. Compare this with the 60 years between 1925 and 1985 when governments managed to get by with only six Criminal Justice Acts, an average of one every decade.

Remarkably, New Labour is creating offences at twice the rate of the John Major administration. During the last nine years of Conservative rule, only 500 new offences were created. This legislative fix is addictive. In 1997, New Labour introduced 160 offences. In 2005 they added another 527.

You could be breaking a law if...
Some of the new offences were needed, and some involved repealing antiquated law, but bizarre new offices have been created, adding to the thousands on the statutes. These include laws forbidding the selling of grey squirrels, the impersonation of traffic wardens and the offering of air traffic control services without a licence. In 1998, if you created a nuclear explosion you broke a new law. And did you know you could be breaking a law if you fail to nominate a neighbour to turn off your burglar alarm while you are away from home, or if you import potatoes from Poland, or obstruct the Adult Learning Inspectorate, or interfere with the work of the Children’s Commissioner for Wales?

The impact of many of these legislative changes is difficult to assess, but observers believe that our freedom has become more constrained and that more police time is wasted, while the judicial system has slowly become clogged up with trivial offences. The tough on crime, tough on the causes of crime mantra has generated heavy-handed regulation and an obsession for controlling the minutiae of everyday life. Some offences have fallen in number; others, some serious, have risen, while the prison population has increased by a third.

 According to the British Crime Survey (BCS) between 1997 and 2007 all crime fell by 32 per cent, burglary fell by 55 per cent, violent crime by 34 per cent and vehicle thefts by 52 per cent. The BCS claimed that the risk of becoming a victim of any form of crime in 2008 was 24 per cent, the lowest rate since the creation of the BCS in 1981.

However, in 2007, firearm offences recorded by police in England and Wales rose to 9,508 – more than double the number in 1999. Knife crime offences have increased to 148,000, a rise of 28 per cent since 1997. The risk factor in 2007 was 3.4 per cent for violent crime.

Violent crime
Fear of crime has risen. Opinion polls have regularly found that only one fifth of the British public believe that crime is falling, while a Mori survey in 2007 found that over 55 per cent of the country believed that law and order was the most important issue for Government.

Since 1997, the prison population in England and Wales has increased from 61,467 to over 82,000, a record high. England and Wales now boast the highest prison population rate in Western Europe, at 147 prisoners per 100,000 of the population. By 2008, in England and Wales, one in six prisoners will be on remand, one of the highest levels in Europe. Two-thirds of women who enter prison are on remand. Since 1997, 17,000 new prison places have been created and another 9,000 are planned before 2011.

The latest profile data on prisoners in England and Wales shows that 17,000 are serving sentences for violent crime, and 10,000 for drug offences. The social backgrounds of inmates contrast significantly with the general population: only five per cent of the general population have two or more mental disorders compared to 72 per cent of male prisoners and 70 per cent of female prisoners. Thirteen per cent of the general population are drug users, whereas 66 per cent of the male prison population took drugs prior to sentencing.
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Response to a comment on knife crime:

‘The knife crime issue is an interesting one in a number of ways. People's perception of crime in general, the possible over-reporting of knife crime by the press, the contradictory statistics about knife crime - hospital records apparently show a steady increase in admissions for knife wounds, yet other statistics show either no change or a decrease in knife crime. Why are the hospital stats so different? Has the reporting changed? Are more people being told by GP's surgeries to go to A&E instead of being treated locally? Young people are more likely to be the victims of knife crime and yet more young people are being locked up by an increasingly authoritarian government. About 3,000 under-18s are locked up at present. The UK locks up more young people than other European countries.’ 
