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The increase in property crime as a result of Proposition 47. 

 

California’s Proposition 47 was approved in November of 2014.  The proposition 

reduced the classification of most "non-serious and nonviolent property and drug 

crimes" from a felony to a misdemeanor.  These crimes include personal use of illegal 

drugs, and most forms of stealing money or property less than $950, to include: 

shoplifting, theft, receiving stolen property, forgery, fraud, and writing false checks 

(California). 

While it is too early to examine the long term effects of Prop 47, we can certainly 

analyze the immediate effects.  Unfortunately while the state of California does submit 

Uniform Crime Reporting (UCR) data, it fails to submit National Incident-Based 

Reporting System (NIBRS) data.  This limits our crime tracking due to the “Hierarchy 

Rule.”  While NIBRS collects all crime types, UCR only reports the most serious crime 

during an incident (Muenzer). The disparity in the reporting systems may be insignificant 

when it comes to violent crime, however, I would fare to guess that it in relation to non-

violent crime reporting, it likely skews the numbers a significant amount.  In my 

experience in patrol, it is not often that a non-violent offender only commits a single non-

violent offense.  

Since the focus of this paper is the effects of Prop 47, I will review data from 2010 

forward, using the years prior to 2015 to identify the recent crime trend and compare it 

https://ole.sandiego.edu/webapps/blackboard/content/listContent.jsp?course_id=_45891_1&content_id=_782859_1


to last years’ crime statistics.  Far too many factors affect the efficiency of policing.  To 

compare the abilities, technologies, and legislative changes to anything greater than 10 

years old would make it nearly impossible to identify the impact of any one change.   

One violent crime category I am also interested in reviewing is robbery.  Although listed 

as a violent crime, further review of these cases would likely determine that a brief and 

simple case of tug-of-war likely took place in a large number of these incidents.  While it 

is a greater offense, it is still within the realm of stealing property from another, 

therefore, robbery will also be included in this review.  A brief review of the data and 

graphs provide in this report, shows that property crimes were on the rise from 2010 to 

2012, began to decline over the next two years, and began to increase again in 2015. 

Felony arrests remained relatively steady up until 2014, with a drop in 2015 and in 

increase in misdemeanor arrests.  Finally, the most significant observable change is the 

complete inverse of felony versus misdemeanor drug related arrests.  While this may 

show exactly what politicians would want to relay as a successful reflection of Prop 47, I 

would argue that the amount of misdemeanor drug arrests skyrocketed even exceeding 

the highest number of previous felonious arrests by nearly 24,000.  Further research 

would need to be conducted to determine how many of these arrestees were repeat 

offenders, of which, I would consider this “reformative solution” to drug abuse and drug 

related crime failure.  

While the numbers may not express the true impact, many news reports have begun to 

investigate the effects that Prop 47 has brought upon local businesses and citizens.  

CBS in the San Francisco Bay Area reported, “In Large retailers including Safeway, 

Target, Rite Aid and CVS pharmacies say shoplifting increased at least 15 percent, and 



in some cases, doubled since voters approved Proposition 47 and ended the possibility 

of charging shoplifting as a felony with the potential for a prison sentence (Spike).”  

Other analysts, such as Mike Males, Senior Research Fellow at the Center on Juvenile 

and Criminal Justice claimed, “The results suggest that at this time, the data does not 

show a correlation between Proposition 47 and the total 2015 crime increase.”  (Crime, 

2016).  I would argue for these analysts to take a closer look at the relationship between 

the property crimes and also factor in repeat offenders.  Stephen Franc reported on an 

analysis from LA County and commented that, “Of the nearly 4,500 people that L.A. 

County sheriff’s deputies arrested for Prop 47 crimes since the initiative’s 

implementation in November 2014, more than 460 have been arrested again – some on 

multiple occasions. 

While more research needs to be conducted, it is evident that the negative effects of 

Prop. 47 are being felt throughout the state of California.  Further evaluation of the 

problem and identifying correlations will be necessary in order to influence lawmakers 

into making appropriate adjustments and finding a balance between prison 

overcrowding and effective punishment for offenders committing crimes.  
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Source:  California Department of Justice – Office of the Attorney General.  Crime in California 2015. 
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