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Number of crimes committed by released arrestees
jumped after Chicago-area bail reform, study says

BY DEBRA CASSENS WEISS (HTTPS://WWwW.ABAJOURNAL.COM/AUTHORS/4/)

MARCH 12, 2020, 3:58 PM CDT




Cook County Jail in Chicago. Photo by Stephen Hogan/FlicKr (nttps://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/2.0/)

An analysis of bail reform in Cook County, lllinois, underplayed the increase in crime that
followed, according to a University of Utah study and a review by the Chicago Tribune.

The initial study by Cook County Chief Judge Timothy Evans, released last May, had
found there was no increase in violent crime after the reforms and reported few released
defendants were later charged with violent crimes.

The Chicago Tribune (https://www.chicagotribune.com/investigations/ct-cook-county-bail-bond-reform-tim-evans-
20200213-tkodxevlyvep7k66g2v2ahboi4-story.html) Obtained the data and learned that Evans’ analysis
included only defendants charged with felonies (and not misdemeanors) before release,
and only included the first new charge against defendants after their release. Evans’
study also used a restrictive definition of violent crime.

The Tribune identified 21 defendants released after bail reform who were later accused of
murder, while Evans’ report said there were only three.

A second analysis (https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3541091) by two University of Utah
law professors also identified flaws, according to the Crime Report
(https://thecrimereport.org/2020/03/11/chicago-bail-reforms-followed-by-substantial-increase-in-crime-study/) and a
University of Utah press release. (https://attheu.utah.edu/facultystaff/bail-reform/) The county study
merely looked at crime rates before and after bail reform, without looking at other factors
that could affect the rate, the study said.

One factor that could have influenced the numbers: A significant part of the “before”
period coincided with a spike in homicides in Chicago, while the “after” period coincided
with an intense effort to reduce crime. In addition, there were more warm weather months
in the “before” period—that’s when violent crime is higher—than in the “after” period.

Also, defendants studied in the “before” period were tracked during a longer time period,
giving them more time to commit crimes. “It is not an apples-to-apples comparison to look
at one group of defendants who were released for, on average, 243 days and then to
compare them to another group of defendants who were released for, on average, 154
days,” the Utah study said.

Using statistics to equalize the time periods, the Utah study found that both the number of
crimes and the number of violent crimes committed by released defendants appear to
have substantially increased after bail reform.

The Utah study estimated the number of released defendants charged with committing
new crimes increased by 45%, and the number of released defendants who committed
violent crimes increased by 33%.

About 4,000 more defendants were released in the 15-month period after bail reform than
in the 15-month period before, an increase of about 20%.



“But the total (estimated) crimes committed in the ‘after’ period vs. the ‘before’ period
went up by substantially more than 20%—indeed, by roughly 45%,” the researchers write.
“So it appears that somewhat more than half of the additional estimated crimes appear to

have resulted from the release of a more dangerous (i.e., more crime-prone) population
of defendants.”

The University of Utah researchers who conducted the study are law professor Paul
Cassell and economics professor Richard Fowles.

Give us feedback, share a story tip or update, or report an error.
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