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Abstract: Between 1995 and 1999, the number of indictable crimes recorded in Ireland dropped by
21 per cent and the daily average prison population rose by 33 per cent. The Government has
claimed that a causal relationship exists here: more prisoners means less crime. The purpose of
this paper is to map recent trends in the use of prison and to explore the interaction between rates
of crime and rates of imprisonment. 

I INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW OF IRISH PRISON SYSTEM

Prison is the ultimate sanction available to the State.1 For this reason, to
say nothing of its financial and social costs, it should be applied sparingly

and with precision. In recent years, however, the daily average number of
prisoners has grown swiftly. To understand the current trend, it is worth
giving a brief outline of Irish prison history.  

In 1877, the General Prisons (Ireland) Act established a General Prisons
Board and provided that central government would have both administrative
and financial responsibility for the operation of the Irish penal system. This
new centralised system replaced a devolved and localised system (Carroll-
Burke, 1999; Hinde, 1977a, 1977b). The General Prisons Board assumed
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1 Capital punishment was abolished in 1990, whipping in 1997; although both penalties had fallen
into disuse many years before. 



responsibility for nearly 4,000 prisoners, predominantly males (Smith, 1990),
distributed between 38 local county prisons, 96 bridewells and four convict
prisons. When the General Prisons Board was dissolved in 1928 and its
functions transferred to the Department of Justice, there were eight prisons
and a Borstal operating in Ireland with a daily average population of 729.2 The
number of institutions declined steadily from this period and by the mid-
1950s, there were only three prisons, with a daily average in custody of less
than 400 (Osborough, 1985). While there were occasional criticisms of the
operation of the prison system (Fahy, 1944; D. 83222, 1945; Irish Labour
Party, 1946; Cowen, 1960), in general this was a marginal and minor area of
public policy. 

From the early 1970s, the daily average number of prisoners began to rise,
exceeding 1,000 in 1975. Crime rates also increased dramatically during this
period, from, on average, less than 20,000 recorded indictable offences each
year in the 1960s to over 100,000 in 1983 (O’Donnell and O’Sullivan, 2001). As
the prison population grew, the penal system came under increasing strain
(McCullagh, 1988). This situation was exacerbated by the outbreak of conflict
in Northern Ireland, which contributed to an escalation in armed crime
throughout the country, an increased case load for the Special Criminal Court
and the need to make special provision for politically motivated prisoners
(McEvoy, 2001; Mulcahy, 2002; Tomlinson, 1995). 

To cope with these pressures, the number of prison places was increased.
This provided some short-term relief but by the early 1980s, additional
capacity was required. In 1983, prison governors were for the first time
permitted to accommodate more than one person per cell. However, this
practice did not provide adequate relief and increasing reliance was put on
Temporary Release (TR) as allowed under the Criminal Justice Act 1960.3 By
the mid-1990s, the crime rate was at an all-time high, the prisons were
overcrowded and the safety valve of TR was bringing the system into
disrepute.4 When the Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform
relinquished day to day responsibility for the management of prisons to the
Irish Prisons Service in 1999,  as recommended by the Expert Group (Expert

34 THE ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL REVIEW

2 The Borstal in Clonmel (Osborough, 1975) that opened in 1907 was established following the
recommendations of the 1895 Report of the Departmental Committee on Prisons, more generally
known as the Gladstone Committee (see Garland, 1985).
3 In the 1970s, full TR was rarely resorted to; in the 1980s, it was granted, on average, less than
1,500 times per annum; but by the early 1990s, it was being granted on over 3,500 occasions each
year.
4 A number of important review groups concluded that to reduce the growing dependence on
imprisonment would require a major shift towards punishment in the community (Prison Study
Group, 1973; Commission of Enquiry into the Irish Penal System, 1980; Council for Social
Welfare, 1983; and Committee of Inquiry into the Penal System, 1985).



Group 1997, see also Aylward, 2002) there were 15 prisons and a daily average
population of nearly 3,000 (Expert Group, 1997). By the end of 2003 it is likely
that the capacity of the prison system will exceed 4,000 (Irish Prisons Service,
2001, p.17).

Over the past decade a number of estimates have been produced of the
amount of prison space required nationally. In 1994, the Department of
Justice put the demand for extra prison accommodation at 210 places
(Department of Justice, 1994, p. 32). By 1997, this had risen to 840
(Department of Justice, 1997a, p. 111; O’Donnell, 1999, 2001). A change of
Government in 1997 resulted in a further revision to 2,000 places and a major
prison building programme was begun (Department of Justice, Equality and
Law Reform, 1998, p. 39).5

These additional prison cells were seen to have played a crucial role in the
fight against crime. In a special Dáil Debate on the “Zero Tolerance” approach
to crime, the Minister for Justice, Equality and Law Reform Mr John
O’Donoghue, T.D. stated “I know that there are some of you who have
expressed unease about, and even outright opposition to, the increase in
prison places, but whatever may be said about the harshness of this as an
approach to tackling what was a very bad crime problem, there is no doubt
that it has had a significant bearing on the drop in crime in recent years” (Dail
Debates, 30 January, 2002). 

II THEORETICAL MODELS OF CRIMINAL BEHAVIOUR

The now considerable economic literature that has explored criminal
behaviour is underpinned by two essential concepts: rational choice and
deterrence. The seminal paper in this area is Becker (1968). It is argued that
potential criminals, as rational agents, weigh up both the expected utility from
criminal acts and the likelihood of apprehension and punishment by those
responsible for criminal law enforcement. Individuals who are considering
whether to commit crimes are assumed to evaluate both the risk of being
caught and the associated punishment. Thus, potential criminals will alter
their behaviour in response to changing incentives. By increasing the risks
associated with crime, through escalating the certainty or severity of
punishment, less crime should take place. In this model, crime reduction can
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5 The reason for this policy shift lay, in large part, in the law and order politics which followed the
murders of Garda Jerry McCabe and journalist Veronica Guerin in June 1996 and a number of
fatal attacks in rural areas earlier in that year (McCullagh, 1999). These killings were followed
by public demands for action which were translated into promises of more police, more prisons and
more repressive legislation (O’Donnell and O’Sullivan, 2001, 2003).



occur through reducing the benefits of the crime (financial rewards, status,
sexual gratification) and increasing the costs (probability of apprehension and
subsequent punishment). Criminals from this perspective should be seen as
rational, self-interested agents whose unlawful behaviour is best understood
as an optimal response to the net incentives created by governments via
expenditures on the criminal justice system.

Building on Becker’s work, Ehrlich (1996, p. 44) observed that there can be
both positive and negative incentives. Negative incentives are those associated
with the apparatus of the criminal justice system and aim to prevent crime
from occurring through intensive policing and extensive use of various
punishments, particularly incarceration. Positive incentives aim to promote
participation in licit rather than illicit activities and are typically adminis-
tered through employment, rehabilitation and educational programmes.
Which incentive mechanism has the greatest impact on reducing criminal
activity is subject to considerable discussion. Available economic evidence
suggests that deterrence measures are more significant, but caution is
required in interpreting such results (Corman and Mocan, 2002; Silberman,
1976). Bar-Gill and Harel (2001) analysed the effect of crime rates on
sanctions rather than vice versa, and argued that this dimension needs to be
incorporated into future models. 

Levitt (1999, p. 353) argued that empirically, “it is often difficult to
distinguish between deterrence (which is a behavioural response) and
incapacitation (in which reductions in crime are attributable solely to
criminals being unable to commit crimes because they are locked up).”6 He
went on to identify a number of limitations to the deterrence model with the
following comments (ibid):

In the real world, however, there are a number of obstacles to effective
deterrence. First, criminals may be poorly informed about the likelihood of
detection, or may be overly optimistic about their own criminal activities.
Second, whereas the benefits of crime accrue immediately, the costs of crime
(e.g. imprisonment) are administered with a substantial lag. To the extent
that criminals are myopic, even large punishments will have little weight in
the current decision of whether or not to commit a crime. Finally, among
certain groups, serving time in prison is seen as a rite of passage so that
being arrested is sometimes viewed as a positive outcome by the criminal.
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6 It should be remembered that prisoners can continue to commit crimes against their fellow
inmates. The victim survey conducted by O’Donnell and Edgar (1998) found high levels of theft,
robbery and assault in English prisons. Sabo et al. (2001) showed how the threat of rape is a
defining feature of the prison experience in the United States.



Prison cells are often held out by politicians as an antidote to crime. It is
suggested that a kind of hydraulic relationship exists whereby if
imprisonment rates are forced up, crime rates will inexorably be pushed down.
There are a number of possible mechanisms at work here. First, the
experience of prison can change the inclination of those incarcerated to engage
in crime when they are released. This can occur either because they have been
reformed/rehabilitated via educational, drug treatment and other prog-
rammes (Cavadino and Dignan, 2003, pp. 37-42), or are fearful of returning to
prison and its attendant violence, indignities, deprivations and humiliations
(Parenti, 1999, pp. 182-210). There has been a resurgence of interest in
rehabilitative programmes for prisoners and recent years have seen a growing
literature around “what works” for offenders (Sherman et al., 1998; Goldblatt,
and Lewis, 1998; O’Donnell, 2002a). 

Second, the threat of incarceration can deter potential offenders from
engaging in crime as described above. The fear of loss of freedom and
stigmatisation that may lead to discrimination in terms of employment and
accommodation stemming from a period of incarceration may act as an
incentive to avoid criminal activity. However, as Levitt has noted, such
deterrence may not operate uniformly and may be structured by one’s class
and social environment. 

Third, incarceration prevents those crimes that would have been committed
by inmates had they been at liberty. In other words, imprisonment rates and
crime rates covary negatively. The best-known exponent of this view is
probably Murray (1997, p.14) who claims that “deterrence fails only because
the odds of being caught and imprisoned aren’t high enough, or because the
sentence is not harsh enough. Whether prison can deter crime is not in
question”. However, contrary to this view, others see higher imprisonment
rates causing crime over the longer term. High rates of imprisonment are said
to break down the social networks that guide individuals away from crime;
remove adults who would otherwise nurture children and supervise and
mentor youth; deprive communities of income (both licit and illicit); stigmatise
whole groups of people; disenfranchise a significant proportion of inner-city
communities; and engender a deep resentment toward the legal system
(VERA Institute of Justice, 1996; Lynch and Sabol, 2000).

From the mid-1970s, interest in incapacitation as a method of crime
prevention grew, particularly in the USA, due to concerns about the efficacy of
rehabilitation, rising crime rates and the public’s fear of crime (Martinson,
1974; Radzinowicz and King, 1977; Lee, 2001; Garland 2001a). Studies
examining the association between incarceration rates and arrest rates within
jurisdictions have not found any consistent correlation between the two
variables (Zimring and Hawkins, 1995). Differentiating between correlation
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and causality is critical when analysing the impact of crime policies. Crime
rates and incarceration rates may both be influenced by other factors such as
policing, demographic, labour market, social, cultural, or normative changes
(see for example, Grogger, 2000). As a consequence, any apparent relationship
may be spurious.7

In the first major review of this important area of public policy, the US
National Academy of Sciences Panel on Research on Deterrent and
Incapacitative Effects (see Blumstein et al., 1978) reported that the research
offered widely divergent estimates of the incapacitative effect of imprisonment
(MacKenzie, 1998). The panel concluded that the primary disagreement was
over the value of the individual crime rates that were used to estimate the
effectiveness of incapacitative policies. That is, models of the crime reduction
effectiveness of imprisonment required estimates of how frequently
individuals commit crimes when they are free. There were no generally
accepted estimates of these rates nor did researchers know how long criminals
continued to commit crimes (i.e. the length of the average “criminal career”)
(see Laub and Sampson, 2001). In general, reviews of these “collective”
incapacitation strategies demonstrated a modest reduction in crime combined
with substantial increases in prison populations (see Von Hirsh et al., 1999, for
a concise and authoritative review of recent research).

The finding that large differences exist in individual offending rates (West
and Farrington, 1977; Wolfgang, Figlio and Sellin, 1972; Wolfgang, Thorn-
berry and Figlio, 1987) moved attention towards a more selective strategy of
incapacitating a targeted group of offenders. Research suggested that a
relatively small number of individuals (6 per cent) accounted for a dispropor-
tionately large number of the arrests (52 per cent) in a Philadelphia birth
cohort sample (Bernard and Ritti, 1991). That is, a few people were
responsible for a large amount of crime. Advocates of incapacitation argued
that crime would be reduced if these high frequency offenders were identified
and placed behind bars. For example, Greenwood (1982) argued that increas-
ing the length of time served by the predicted high-rate offenders while at the
same time reducing the time served by those who were predicted to be low-rate
offenders could reduce crime without a corresponding increase in prison
populations. However, selective incapacitation to be effective, it must be
possible to accurately identify the offenders who will commit the most crimes
in the future (DiIulio, 1996).
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7 See for example the competing explanations for the dramatic decrease in homicide and other
crimes in New York during the 1990s. Some argue that it is explained by innovative policing
strategies, especially a focus on low-level disorder (Kelling and Sousa, 2001). Others put forward
the view that it was due to demographic changes and the decline in the use of crack-cocaine
(Bowling, 1999). Identifying what mechanism is at work, can become a value judgement as much
as a statistical exercise (Harcourt, 2001). 



However, it is exceedingly difficult to target those who will become
persistent offenders (Gottfredson and Gottfredson, 1986, 1994). While arrest
rates are high for adolescent males, their desistence rates are also high. This
means that a broad policy of incarceration for youthful offenders will
inevitably lead to the locking up of a large number who, without imprison-
ment, would quickly outgrow criminal behaviour patterns. The second
problem is that incarcerating low-risk youth could have detrimental effects.
Exposing young males to the damaging consequences of prison may make it
less likely that they outgrow their criminal behaviour at the usual pace
(Golub, 1990).

Nagin (1998) concluded that there is evidence for a general negative effect
of imprisonment on crime but that this finding tells us little about the wisdom
of any given policy. To assess the likely effect of specific policies, Nagin argues
that we need to know (1) the long term as well as the short term effects of
incarceration, (2) the link between risk perceptions and actual policy, (3) the
form in which policies are implemented across population units, and (4) the
link between intended and actual policy.

As the American prison system continued its expansion during the 1990s,8

a number of methodologically sophisticated studies were published on the
crime control effect of “mass incarceration” (for an overview, see Garland,
2001b). Marvell and Moody (1994) reported that the size of the State prison
population had a significant, short-term negative impact on crime. Expressed
in terms of crimes prevented, “each additional State prisoner averted at least
17 index crimes on average, mostly larcenies” (ibid, p.136). Using a somewhat
different approach, Levitt (1996) found that a 10 per cent increase in the
prison population led to a 3–4 per cent decline in index crimes. More recently,
Liedka et al. (2001) found that a 10 per cent increase in the prison population
led to a 0.6 per cent decline in crime rates or that an additional 
20 prisoners per 100,000 population would be expected to produce a decline of
29 crimes per 100,000 population. They argued that the crime control effects
of incarceration get smaller as the prison population gets larger (see also
Gainsborough and Mauer, 2000). 

The bulk of the research that has attempted to quantify the relationship
between imprisonment and the crime rate is based on data from the United
States. Looking at England and Wales, Tarling (1993, 1994) came up with the
following broad rule of thumb: an increase of 25 per cent in a country’s prison
population will reduce the rate of recorded crime by 1 per cent.
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8 In 1980 there were around 500,000 persons held in prisons or jails in the United States of
America. By 2001, this number had risen to 2,100,146 (Harrison and Beck, 2002).



While a number of studies have been conducted on the characteristics of
Irish prisoners (e.g. O’Mahony, 1997) there have been few multivariate
analyses. In this journal more than a quarter of a century ago Bacon and
O’Donoghue (1975) sought to establish optimal levels for expenditure on
controlling crime against property. They reported the difficulties posed to
economic analysis by the absence of adequate data. The problems posed by
poor quality data persist today. McCullagh (1992) examined the relationship
between unemployment and imprisonment between 1951 and 1988. He found
that there was no strong direct relationship between these two variables in the
period under review. The most sophisticated study to date was an econometric
analysis of burglary in Ireland between 1950 and 1998 (Denny et al., 2001).
These researchers found that the level of crime was positively influenced by
the number of young males in the population. Two criminal justice system
variables (the detection rate and the custody level) were important negative
determinants of the growth in crime.

While it is almost universally accepted that increased incarceration rates
must have some effect on crime rates, a great deal of controversy exists about
the magnitude of this effect. Researchers who have studied the effects of
incapacitation and deterrence have generally concluded that these policies
have had a relatively modest impact on reducing crime. As Currie puts it in
his review of the evidence “…the relationship between violent-crime rates and
rates of incarceration is blurry indeed. This isn’t to say that there is no
correlation, but rather that the connections are extremely complicated and
tend to be overwhelmed in importance by forces operating outside the justice
system” (1998, p. 57, emphasis in original). Frequently, however, this crime
prevention effect is associated with disproportionate increases in prison
populations. Issues of concern relate to whether this reduction is worth the
expense of building and maintaining penal institutions, and whether there are
other more cost-effective methods of crime reduction.

III EMPIRICAL MODEL AND DATA

The purpose of this article is to map recent trends in the use of prison and
to explore the relationship between rates of crime and rates of imprisonment,
using a technique developed by Spelman (2000a, 2000b) for the United 
States. The available national and international statistics are presented. 
To our knowledge this is the first time that such an analysis has been
attempted using Irish data. It is to be hoped that this will contribute, in some
small way, to the development of an evidence-based approach to penal policy
making.
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Spelman’s model examined what would have happened to the crime rate in
the United States if the prison system had not begun to expand dramatically
in the 1970s. He suggests that to answer this question requires only the actual
changes in rates of crime and imprisonment and an estimate of the elasticity
(i.e. the percentage change in the crime rate associated with a 1 per cent
change in the prison population). Estimates of elasticity vary widely. For
example, in a survey of prison effectiveness across 50 American States
between 1971 and 1997, Becsi (1999) suggested elasticities of –.05 for violent
crime and –.09 for property crime. Using national time-series data for the US
between 1958 and 1995, Marvell and Moody (1997) came up with –.79 for
violent crime and –0.95 for property crime. 

Despite an extensive trawl of the criminological and economic literature it
has not been possible to uncover elasticities for small European countries that
might be more appropriate comparators for Ireland than the US. This may
well reflect the nature of the debate in Europe where economists appear not to
have engaged in criminological controversies and criminologists tend to
operate largely from a sociological perspective. For example, in the most
recent Oxford Handbook of Criminology (3rd edition, 2002), virtually no
reference is made to economic models of crime prevention. It also may also
reflect the fact that while prison populations have grown in the EU over the
past decade, the scale of growth is not comparable to the US.9

Based on a close examination of the available research findings, Spelman
concluded that given the wide variety of estimates, a reasonable range might
be anywhere between –0.10 and –0.30, and perhaps even higher for certain
crime categories. He selected three different elasticites (–0.15, –0.30, –0.45) to
compare actual with predicted trends in crime. 

It is not possible to calculate elasticities specific to the Irish situation due
to the absence of adequate published data on the operation of the criminal
justice system. To conduct a thorough analysis would require data on arrest
rates, the proportion of arrests that result in successful prosecution, the
sentences awarded in each case and the length of the typical criminal career.
Unfortunately, none of this information is available in Ireland. This makes it
impossible to estimate elasticities with any degree of precision and while we
await the development of a local body of research, we have adopted the
elasticities employed by Spelman and applied them to the Irish data. In the
circumstances, this appears to us the most reasonable way in which to proceed
and provides a starting point for future analyses.
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9 In 2000, the US prison population was approximately five times the size of the prison population
in EU member states. Between 1990 and 2000, the prison population in the United States
increased by nearly 70 per cent compared to under 40 per cent in the EU (Barclay and Tavares,
2002).



In any event the search for the most accurate measure of elasticity is bound
to remain elusive. As Spelman (2000b, p. 484) put it:

Policy makers looking for a single, best estimate are in error. We will never
know enough about the relationship between prisons and crime to reduce
our knowledge to a single point. Still, the recent studies suggest that our
best guess as to the nationwide elasticity should be in the neighbourhood of
–0.30. Any figure between –0.20 and –0.40 can be defended, and we should
not be too surprised to find that the result is anywhere between –0.10 and
–0.50.

Data Limitations
Any attempt to research crime and punishment in Ireland is made

exceedingly difficult by a lack of reliable statistical sources. As a result,
findings must be hedged with an unusually high number of caveats.10 For
example, the Garda annual report on crime is silent about crimes that are not
reported to the Garda (or observed by them), or that are reported but not
recorded. The gap between the official picture and the true extent of crime is
narrowest for very serious crimes such as murder or for offences such as car
theft where the police must be notified if an insurance claim is to be made
(Central Statistics Office, 1999, Watson, 2000). Offences where the Garda
Síochána is not the prosecuting authority are excluded from the official crime
statistics. Examples include television licence evasion, welfare and revenue
fraud, health and safety violations. In addition, the total tally of crime is
further depressed by what are known as “counting rules”. These internal
recording guidelines dictate that where two or more offences take place in a
single episode, only the most serious one is counted. Also, a continuous series
of offences against the same injured party involving the same offender counts
as a single offence (O’Donnell, 2002b).

In terms of the classification of crimes, indictable crimes are not necessarily
the most serious matters. Theft of a bicycle and shoplifting are designated
indictable, and may lead to a trial by judge and jury. Possession of knives,
drink driving and threatening or abusive behaviour are not, and are dealt with
to conclusion by the District Court. The majority of assaults and drug offences
are included in non-indictable categories. For legal reasons larceny (theft) of a
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10 For critiques of the limitations of official data see Rottman (1976; 1984); McCullagh (1996);
O’Malley (2000); O’Donnell and O’Sullivan (2001). The information presented in this paper has
been carefully collated and cross checked. Despite our best efforts there may still be slight
discrepancies, as the published sources are not always consistent.



car is indictable whereas the unauthorised taking of a car is not. While the
same behaviour is involved in either case and the consequences for the victim
may be identical, there is a difference in recording.11 Generally speaking,
however, indictable crimes are those that lead to prison sentences and the vast
bulk of non-indictable crime involves minor road traffic matters. The political
and public debate about crime focuses on the indictable offences, and it is
changes in the level of indictable crime that are used to indicate the success or
otherwise of crime control policies.

The Garda annual statistics traditionally divided indictable crime into
three major categories: crimes against the person (e.g. murder, wounding,
rape); crimes against property with violence (e.g. burglary, arson, robbery);
and larceny (e.g. shoplifting, car theft, fraud).12 On average, the latter two
categories have accounted for about 97 per cent of recorded crime each year
since 1960. Violence against the person accounts for just over 2 per cent of the
total.13 The same classification is used by the prison service to record persons
committed to custody under sentence.

In relation to the prison statistics, some prisoners are in custody on
remand, although this number has traditionally been small (typically under
10 per cent of the average daily population).14 There will also be some
prisoners who are serving time for non-indictable offences – however, they will
generally be serving short sentences and while they might contribute
significantly to the flow of prisoners will be a less significant proportion of the
daily average population (for example in 1994, 47.9 per cent of adults
committed to prison received sentences of less than three months, but only 
1 per cent of those in custody on 1 January 1994 were serving three months or
less – Department of Justice, 1997b). Similar problems exist in other jurisdic-
tions although they may not be as pronounced, and the daily average
population is the figure normally used in comparative studies (Barclay and
Tavares, 2002; Walmsley, 2002). 
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11 In 2000, 176 larcenies of motor vehicles were recorded by the Gardai compared with 15,964
unauthorised takings. 
12 A fourth Garda category is known simply as “other offences”, and includes matters as diverse
as obstructing clergy during services, corruption and conspiracy. In recent years, this category has
accounted for approximately 0.5 per cent of recorded indictable crime. In 2000, a new classification
– headline and non-headline – was introduced (An Garda Síochána, 2002). This largely mirrored
the indictable/non-indictable classification, but made direct comparison with previous years
difficult. The usual four categories of “indictable” crime were replaced by ten groups of “headline”
crimes.
13 O’Donnell (2002c) shows that the fall in crime since 1995 masks an increase in lethal violence.
14 The Bail Act, 1997 came into effect on 22 May, 2000. This is likely to have a substantial impact
on the number of persons in custody.



Given the inherent shortcomings of the available data, we were not
convinced that the assumptions required for complex multivariate analyses
could be supported. This is why we were attracted by the elegance and
apparent robustness of Spelman’s approach. In the following section, after
reviewing broad trends in crime and imprisonment, we apply Spelman’s
technique to the Irish data.

IV RESULTS

Summary of Trends
Tables 1 and 2 present a summary of trends in crime and imprisonment

between 1980 and 2000. Comparative data are presented for 1960 and 1970.
Table 1 shows that the indictable crime rate doubled between 1960 and 1970
and again between 1970 and 1980 see Brewer et al. (1997). It peaked in 1983
and this marked the beginning of a period of decline. Between 1983 and 1987
the crime rate fell by 18 per cent. The early 1990s were a time of slow growth
and between 1995 and 1999, there was a sharp downward trend (see
O’Sullivan and O’Donnell, 2001; Young et al., 2001; O’Connell, 2002). There
was so little crime in Ireland during the 1950s that the number of Garda
stations and personnel was reduced. Between 1951 and 1963 the number of
Gardaí fell from 6,904 to 6,401 and stations from 810 to 749. The number of
personnel did not climb above 6,900 again until 1972 (see Brewer et al., 1988,
p. 88; Connolly, 2002). Recent years have seen steady increases in Garda
recruitment. These trends are summarised in Table 1.

Table 2 shows that the rate of imprisonment, based on the daily average
prison population, has fluctuated much less than the crime rate. While it
declined in a small number of years the overall trend has been upward, with
two distinct surges (1983 to 1985; 1996 to 2000). These jumps in the number
of prisoners coincided with drops in the aggregate crime rate. In overall terms,
the rate doubled between 1980 and 2000. The number of staff in post has kept
pace with the number of prisoners, resulting in a high ratio of staff to
prisoners (for international comparisons see Prison Service Operating Cost
Review Group, 1997). In 1970 there were almost three prisoners for every
prison officer. In 2000 there were fewer prisoners than staff. The number of
prisons grew from four in 1960 to seventeen in 2000.

Risk of Imprisonment
For each of the three main Garda categories it is possible to match the flow

of convicted persons into prison each year against the number of crimes
recorded. This allows an examination of the extent to which the risk of custody
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has changed over time. This analysis is only possible up to 1994, because a
detailed breakdown of committals to prison is not available after this date and
is unlikely to become available. A report was published in 2000, covering the
years 1995 to 1998 (Irish Prisons Service, 2000). It contains only a sketchy
overview. This is a significant data deficit, especially as the decline in crime
and the rise in imprisonment began in earnest in 1996, as shown in Tables 
1 and 2. Post 1994, we know something about the stock of prisoners (daily
average prison population), but not about the flow (numbers committed to
prison over the year). Either figure can be used to calculate an imprisonment
rate. 
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Table 2: Prisons and Prisoners, 1960-2000

Daily No. Prisoners Annual Change No. of 
Prisoners per 100,000 in Rate of Staff

Population Imprisonment

1960 461 16.4 239

1970 750 25.2 264

1980 1,215 36.1 6.2 1,450
1981 1,196 35.2 –2.6 1,490
1982 1,236 35.9 2.0 1,534
1983 1,450 41.7 13.9 1,552
1984 1,594 45.5 8.4 1,561
1985 1,863 52.8 13.8 1,601
1986 1,869 52.8 0.0 1,713
1987 1,943 54.9 3.8 1,942
1988 1,962 55.3 0.8 1,920
1989 2,067 58.5 5.5 1,934
1990 2,108 60.1 2.5 2,039
1991 2,140 61.0 1.6 2,161
1992 2,185 62.0 1.5 2,309
1993 2,171 61.1 –1.5 2,346
1994 2,141 59.9 –2.0 2,400
1995 2,121 56.7 –5.7 2,487
1996 2,191 61.8 8.2 2,470
1997 2,422 68.1 9.3 2,495
1998 2,610 72.3 5.7 2,727
1999 2,822 76.2 5.1 3,073
2000 3,009 80.4 5.2 3,200

Source: Annual Report on Prisons and Places of Detention; Statistical Abstract of
Ireland, Irish Prisons Service, various years.
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Figure 1: Prison Committals for Offences Against the Person per 1,000
Recorded Offences Against the Person, 1960–1994

Source: Annual Report on Prisons and Places of Detention; Annual Report of an Garda Síochána.
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Figure 2: Prison Committals for Offences Against Property with Violence
per 1,000 Recorded Offences Against Property with Violence, 1960–1994

Source: Annual Report on Prisons and Places of Detention; Annual Report of an Garda Síochána.



Figure 1 shows that the risk of custody is high for offences against the
person. There was one committal to prison for every two recorded offences
against the person in 1994, the same level as in 1960. The rate was not
uniform over the period however, declining steeply throughout the 1960s and
rising again from the late 1980s. For offences against property with violence
(Figure 2), the pattern is of a steady and steep decline. By 1994 one-sixth as
many such recorded offences were resulting in a committal to prison. The
proportionate use of custody for larceny was lowest, and while it fluctuated
over the time period under review, the level in 1994 was broadly similar to
1960 (see Figure 3).

Looking at the relationship between the three crime categories: in 1960 the
risk of custody was four times higher for offences against the person than
offences against property with violence, which in turn was three times higher
than larceny. In 1994 the situation was transformed, with the risk of custody
25 times higher for offences against the person than offences against property
with violence, which in turn was half the level of larceny.15

The overall shift is shown in Figure 4, which plots the aggregate rate of
indictable crime (per 100,000 population) against the aggregate rate of
imprisonment (committals per 1,000 crimes). It is clear that between 1960 and
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Figure 3: Prison Committals for Larceny per 1,000 Recorded Larcenies,
1960–1994

Source: Annual Report on Prisons and Places of Detention; Annual Report of an Garda Síochána.

15 It is possible, of course, that to some extent this reflects differential recording practice in that
perpetrators of violence are often known to their victim, thus improving the chances of a formal
police response.



1984 there was a strong inverse relationship: crime rises and the risk of prison
falls. Since the mid-1980s the two variables have followed a similar trajectory.

The Emergence of a Punitive Society?
There are several indices of a country’s punitiveness. One is the number of

persons sentenced to lengthy terms of imprisonment. As shown in Figure 5,
this increased steadily between 1960 and 1994. The steep rise began in 1977.
Before this date fewer than 100 sentences of two years and above were
awarded in an average year. By the early 1990s this had risen to over 500. 

The proportionate use of custody in Ireland appears high as shown in 
Table 3.16 Although the rate of indictable crime is comparatively low, those
who appear before the courts are imprisoned at a relatively high level. Com-
pared to other EU countries, Ireland has a swiftly rising prison population as
shown in Figure 6. While prison may be used comparatively frequently, it is
clear from Figures 2 and 3 that the risk of imprisonment decreased
substantially for the most common crimes between 1960 and 1994. Similar
trends of a falling ratio of prisoners to recorded crimes have been observed in
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Figure 4: Crime and Punishment in Ireland, 1960–1994

16 Cross-national comparisons of crime statistics are fraught with difficulty due to different legal
classifications of crime, non-standardised recording practices and so forth. The proportionate use
of custody would be high for example if there was a bias towards not recording crimes that were
unlikely to be detected. The relatively high detection rate for property crime in Ireland (Interpol
nd), may indicate such a tendency. If so, more comprehensive recording would depress the
proportionate use of custody and bring Ireland into line with other European countries.



England and Wales (Wolpin, 1978; Hood and Roddam, 2000), in France, New
Zealand, West Germany and the Netherlands (Young and Brown, 1993). 

Table 3: Proportionate Use of Custody in 1999

Daily Average Number of Prisoners per
Number of Crimes 1,000 Crimes
Prisoners Recorded

USA 1,860,520 11,635,100 160
Ireland 2,741 81,274 34
Canada 37,384 2,357,771 16
Australia 20,416 1,327,971 15
Scotland 6,029 435,703 14
England and Wales 65,594 5,301,185 12
Netherlands 13,231 1,152,100 12
Norway 2,466 315,924 8
Denmark 3,496 494,191 7
Finland 2,389 372,207 6
Sweden 5,270 1,163,916 5

Source: Based on data from Barclay et al. (2001).
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Figure 5: Number of Sentences of Two Years or More, 1960–1994

Source: Annual Report on Prisons and Places of Detention.



A combination of a rising use of custody by the courts (as measured by
committals to prison) and an increase in sentence lengths will lead to a 
significant increase in the daily average number of prisoners. The relationship
between the daily average prison population and the crime rate is discussed in
the next section. 

The Impact of Imprisonment on the Crime Rate
Figures for the daily average prison population are available from 1980 to

2000.17 Crime data are available for the same period but a change in the
method of data aggregation and presentation means that some of the following
analyses are only possible until 1999.18 This allows us to test the Irish
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Figure 6: Prisoners per 100,000 Population in the European Union and the
USA, Percentage Change, 1997–2000
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17 As noted above, some prisoners have been convicted of non-indictable offences or are serving
time for non-payment of fines. Given their brief detention periods they contribute relatively little
to the average daily population figures (although they may constitute a significant proportion of
the individuals who pass through the system each year.) 
18 The published crime statistics for 1999 disaggregate by offence category only for the period
January to September. The annual totals (and rates) for offences against the person, violent
property crime and larceny have been extrapolated from these figures. The classification of
offences changed in the Garda report for 2000, making direct comparisons problematic, except for
larcenies. 



experience against the model devised by Spelman and to estimate the likely
crime rate under different sets of prevailing conditions.19

It might be helpful to provide an illustration of how the figures in Tables 4
to 6 have been calculated. In 1980 the imprisonment rate (daily average
number of prisoners per 100,000 population) went up by 6.2 per cent. If the
elasticity of crime with respect to prison is –0.3 then the effect of this increase
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Table 4: Estimates of the Effect of Non-Expansion of the Irish Prison
Population on Offences Against the Person

Offences Per Cent Per Cent Per Cent Change in Rate
Against Annual Change Annual of Offences against Person

Person per in Offences Change in due to Non-Prison Factors
100,000 Pop. Against Person Imprisonment at Elasticities of …

Rate Rate

–0.15 –0.30 –0.45

1980 69.2 0.1 6.2 1.1 2.1 3.0
1981 72.0 3.9 –2.6 3.5 3.1 2.7
1982 65.4 –10.1 2.0 –9.8 –9.5 –9.3
1983 65.8 0.7 13.9 2.8 5.0 7.4
1984 66.1 0.4 8.4 1.6 3.0 4.3
1985 66.3 0.4 13.8 2.5 4.8 7.1
1986 53.2 –24.7 0.0 –24.7 –24.7 –24.7
1987 57.4 7.3 3.8 7.9 8.6 9.2
1988 60.7 5.5 0.8 5.6 5.8 5.9
1989 47.5 –27.8 5.5 –27.2 –26.6 –26.0
1990 46.5 –2.1 2.5 –1.7 –1.3 –1.0
1991 40.7 –14.3 1.6 –14.1 –13.9 –13.7
1992 36.5 –11.5 1.5 –11.3 –11.1 –10.9
1993 36.8 0.7 –1.5 0.5 0.2 0.0
1994 37.0 0.7 –2.0 0.4 0.1 –0.2
1995 46.2 19.9 –5.7 18.8 17.8 16.9
1996 42.5 –8.7 8.2 –7.5 –6.3 –5.1
1997 48.8 12.8 9.3 14.5 16.1 17.8
1998 51.5 5.3 5.7 6.2 7.1 8.1
1999 49.9 –3.1 5.1 –2.4 –1.6 –0.8

19 The figure for recorded indictable crime is from the annual report of the Garda Commissioner
(e.g. An Garda Síochána, 2000). Prisoner numbers are from the annual report on prisons and
places of detention (e.g. Department of Justice, 1997b). Population data are from the annual
abstract prepared by the Central Statistics Office (e.g. CSO, 2000). Spelman limits his analysis to
the rate of violent crime, whereas we also focus on crimes against property with violence and
larcenies.



was –1.86 per cent. In other words the 1980 crime rate should be 98.14 per
cent of what it was in 1979. In 1980 the actual rate of crime against the person
went up by 0.1 per cent; violent property crime rose by 12.6 per cent and
larceny grew by 10.9 per cent. Thus the effect of all non-prison factors on the
crime rate must be 1.021 (i.e. 1.001/0.981) for offences against the person;
1.148 (i.e. 1.126/0.981) for violent property crime; and 1.130 (i.e. 1.109/0.981)
for larcenies. This means that had the 1980 prison expansion not taken place
the rate of violence against the person would have increased by 2.1 per cent,
violent property crime and larcenies would have grown by 14.8 per cent and
13.0 per cent respectively. 

Tables 4 to 6 present the actual change in the crime rate and the change due
to non-prison factors (i.e. the change that would have occurred had prison 

IMPRISONMENT AND THE CRIME RATE IN IRELAND 53

Table 5: Estimates of the Effect of Non-Expansion of the Irish Prison
Population on Offences Against Property with Violence

Violent Per Cent Per Cent Per Cent Change in Violent
Property Annual Change Annual Property Crime Rate

Offences per in Violent Change in due to Non-Prison Factors
100,000 Pop. Property Imprisonment at Elasticities of …

Crime Rate Rate

–0.15 –0.30 –0.45

1980 731.5 12.6 6.2 13.7 14.8 15.9
1981 839.8 12.9 –2.6 12.5 12.0 11.6
1982 1,047.7 19.8 2.0 20.2 20.6 21.0
1983 1,180.5 11.2 13.9 13.6 16.1 18.6
1984 1,161.9 –1.6 8.4 –0.3 0.9 2.3
1985 1,050.4 –10.6 13.8 –8.7 –6.7 –4.7
1986 992.7 –5.8 0.0 –5.8 –5.8 –5.8
1987 984.9 –0.8 3.8 –0.2 0.4 0.9
1988 1,010.5 2.5 0.8 2.7 2.8 2.9
1989 1,008.5 –0.2 5.5 0.6 1.5 2.3
1990 1,011.3 0.3 2.5 0.7 1.0 1.4
1991 1,153.7 12.3 1.6 12.6 12.9 13.2
1992 1,174.2 1.7 1.5 2.0 2.2 2.4
1993 1,234.8 4.9 –1.5 4.7 4.4 4.2
1994 1,235.8 0.1 –2.0 –0.2 –0.5 –0.8
1995 1,204.9 –2.6 –5.7 –3.4 –4.2 –5.0
1996 1,209.1 0.3 8.2 1.6 2.9 4.2
1997 1,099.6 –10.0 9.3 –8.7 –7.4 –6.0
1998 1,003.8 –9.5 5.7 –8.8 –8.0 –7.1
1999 924.6 –8.6 5.1 –7.9 –7.1 –6.4



populations remained static), for each of the three elasticities. If the elasticity
was higher or lower, the magnitude of the reductive effect would change
accordingly. The cumulative effect can readily be calculated. For example, in
1982 the rate of crime against the person would have been 1.02 � 1.03 = 1.05,
or 5 per cent higher than in 1980 if there had been no prison expansion,
assuming an elasticity of –0.30. The cumulative trends are plotted on Figures
7 to 9. 

The simplest way to interpret Figures 7 to 9 is to look at the end-points of
each line. If there had been no prison expansion since 1980 the rate of offences
against the person per 100,000 population in 1999 would have been 43.0
(assuming an elasticity of –0.15) or 48.4 (assuming –0.30) or 54.6 (assuming
–0.45). In fact, the real rate was 49.9. For violent property crime, the expected
rates in 1999 were 1,026.2, 1,154.9 and 1,302.3 compared with a real rate of
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Table 6: Estimates of the Effect of Non-Expansion of the Prison Population 
on Larcenies

Larcenies Per Cent Per Cent Per Cent Change in Larceny
per Annual Change Annual Change Crime Rate due to

100,000 Pop. in Larceny in Imprisonment Non-Prison Factors
Rate Rate at Elasticities of …

–0.15 –0.30 –0.45

1980 1,331.9 10.9 6.2 11.9 13.0 14.1
1981 1,674.0 20.4 –2.6 20.0 19.5 19.1
1982 1,678.4 0.3 2.0 0.6 0.9 1.2
1983 1,663.3 –0.9 13.9 1.2 3.4 5.7
1984 1,585.3 –4.9 8.4 –3.7 –2.5 –1.2
1985 1,450.7 –9.3 13.8 –7.4 –5.4 –3.3
1986 1,390.3 –4.3 0.0 –4.3 –4.3 –4.3
1987 1,353.3 –2.7 3.8 –2.2 –1.6 –1.1
1988 1,452.7 6.8 0.8 7.0 7.1 7.2
1989 1,402.6 –3.6 5.5 –2.8 –2.0 –1.1
1990 1,432.5 2.1 2.5 2.5 2.9 3.3
1991 1,474.6 2.9 1.6 3.1 3.3 3.6
1992 1,463.7 –0.7 1.5 –0.5 –0.3 –0.1
1993 1,487.8 1.6 –1.5 1.4 1.2 1.0
1994 1,537.0 3.2 –2.0 2.9 2.6 2.3
1995 1,586.2 3.1 –5.7 2.2 1.4 0.5
1996 1,517.9 –4.5 8.2 –3.3 –2.1 –0.8
1997 1,321.9 –14.8 9.3 –13.6 –12.4 –11.1
1998 1,245.0 –6.2 5.7 –5.4 –4.5 –3.7
1999 1,182.9 –5.3 5.1 –4.5 –3.8 –3.0
2000 1,087.2 –8.8 5.2 –8.1 –7.4 –6.6
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Figure 7: Hypothetical Effect of Failure to Expand Prison Population on 
Offences Against the Person

1800

1600

1400

1200

1000

800

600

R
at

e 
p

er
 1

00
,0

00

1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999

Elasticity = 0.15 Elasticity = 0.30 Elasticity = 0.45 Real rate  

Figure 8: Hypothetical Effect of Failure to Expand Prison Population on 
Offences Against Property with Violence



924.6. For larceny in 2000, the expected rates were 1,229.2, 1,394.3 and
1,584.8 compared with a real rate of 1,087.2. This gives a clear quantitative
indication of the magnitude of the impact of imprisonment on crime rates.20

The impact of prison would appear to be greatest on the rates of violent
property crime and larceny (Figures 8 and 9). One interpretation of this
finding is that sudden and substantial increases in the prison population –
such as the greater than 40 per cent growth in the daily average prison
population seen between 1982 and 1985 and again between 1995 and 2000 –
will quickly absorb a significant number of prolific, if generally less serious,
offenders. This has the effect of temporarily holding down crime rates. The
reduction may be explained by a combination of incapacitation (high rate
offenders are out of circulation) and deterrence (as the risks increase, people
decide not to offend). The declining use of temporary release is also a factor in
that effective sentence lengths have grown. This is because individuals are no
longer being released early to relieve overcrowding. In July 1996, 
19 per cent of serving prisoners were on full temporary release. By July 2000,
this had declined to 7 per cent (Department of Justice, Equality and Law
Reform, 2000). 
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Figure 9: Hypothetical Effect of Failure to Expand Prison Population on
Larcenies 

20 Between 1995 and 1999, the overall crime rate per 100,000 population fell by 24 per cent (see
Table 1). Over the same period the imprisonment rate rose by 42 per cent (see Table 2). In order
for prison expansion to explain all of the reduction in crime, the elasticity would have to be –0.57,
which in our view seems implausibly large.



However, the pattern with regard to offences against the person is quite
different (Figure 7). Increasing the level of imprisonment had no discernible
impact on the frequency of the most serious crimes (murder, rape, serious
wounding and so on). This may be because the perpetrators of such crimes are
often in a state of mind where they are not capable of thinking clearly about
the consequences of their actions.21 Also the frequency with which individuals
commit these offences is low. Many homicides are domestic and serial
murderers are the exception. Many sex crimes recorded in recent years relate
to incidents that took place some time in the past (Leon, 2000). Thus, the
preventive effect of incapacitation will be far less for such offenders than for
burglars or shoplifters, who often offend frequently when at liberty (see work
in the tradition of situational crime prevention, e.g., Clarke, 1997). This is
similar to findings reported from the United States and reviewed by Currie
(1998, pp. 55-66). 

We cannot conclude from this analysis that the growth in prison numbers is
responsible for the drop in crime that began in 1996. The three hypothetical
lines plotted against the observed rate on Figures 7, 8 and 9 show clearly that
crime rates would have fallen steeply around this time even if the prison
population had not gone up. If not a single pound had been spent on prison
building the crime rate would still have fallen steeply.

The interpretation of this finding is that non-prison factors cannot be
discounted. As we have argued elsewhere these would include, in particular,
the greatly improved economic situation and better treatment for heroin users
due to the expansion of the methadone maintenance scheme, particularly in
Dublin (O’Donnell and O’Sullivan, 2001; Butler, 2002).

The certainty of apprehension is usually considered to exercise a greater
influence on criminal decision making than the severity of punishment. In this
regard it is puzzling to observe a steep decline in property crime (Figures 8
and 9) at a time when the risk of custody appears to be low and declining
(Figure 2) or fluctuating around a very low base (Figure 3). The period for
which data about prison committals by crime category are missing (1995 to
2000) may contain part of the answer.

V CONCLUSION

Our results, based on the available data, suggest that there may have been
undue political optimism about the power of imprisonment to depress the rate
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21 In a survey of homicide in Ireland between 1992 and 1996, Dooley (2001) found that in two out
of every five cases the perpetrator was intoxicated. In a small number of cases (7 per cent) the
killer was suffering from a psychotic illness.



of indictable crime. While incapacitiation undoubtedly has some reductive
value in regard to crimes against property, its impact on violent crime is
debatable. The next stage in the analysis presented here is to measure the cost
of crimes prevented against the cost of imprisonment and law enforcement
more generally. It is important to bear in mind that most of the crimes
prevented will be against property and of little monetary value. This may have
implications for political decisions about resource allocation. In 2000 for
example, 54 per cent of all headline crimes were larcenies and in most cases
the average value of goods taken was less than €254 (An Garda Síochána,
2002, p. 98). This compares with an average cost in 2001 of about €1,500 to
keep one person in custody for one week. 

In a sophisticated analysis, Brand and Price (2000) have shown that the
average cost of crime in the UK varies widely between offence categories. They
estimate that burglaries cost an average of £2,300, robberies £5,000 and
criminal damage around £500. Personal crimes are far more costly on average
than property crimes, homicides costing at least £1 million and other violence
against the person £19,000 per incident. Cost calculations take account of the
emotional and physical impact on victims, expenditure on security, insurance,
health services, victim support, and the criminal justice system.22

Any cost-benefit analysis will involve difficult methodological, moral and
political choices (Lynch, 1994; Piehl, Useem and Dilulio, 1999). Given that our
data suggest that the crime rate would have declined sharply anyway between
1995 and 2000, an argument can be made for a more moderate use of
imprisonment. A key public policy question is the relative value of incapacita-
tion compared with non-custodial approaches such as drug treatment, com-
munity punishment, electronic monitoring or mediation. See for example
Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform, 1999 and Dáil Eireann,
2000. Even if incapacitation can be shown to depress rates of specific crime
types, such as burglary (see Denny et al., 2001), this is not in itself a justifica-
tion for prison expansion. It may be that alternative measures, such as drug
treatment, employment, community service or probation would have a similar
(or greater) effect. In terms of reducing the risk of future offending, some
community based measures may be more effective than incapacitation. The
relative efficacy of various penalties requires close examination in Ireland. 

It is peculiarly difficult in Ireland to discuss such matters in an informed
way as an adequate knowledge base does not yet exist. However, it would be
unrealistic to believe that the availability of information is enough in itself to
guarantee evidence-based decision making (Hood, 2002). In countries where
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22 The criminal justice system in England and Wales is committed to reducing not only crime and
the fear of crime, but also the social and economic costs of criminal activity (Brand and Price,
2000, p. 3).



criminological research is well developed it sometimes happens that key
findings are ignored or dismissed if they conflict with political priorities. The
purpose of this paper is not to engage with this wider political discourse, but
rather to begin to frame some important social policy questions in a way that
makes them amenable to critical inquiry. 
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