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CRIME IN THE WESTERN SUBURBS

The N.S.W. Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research has received numerous
enquiries concerning crime in the western suburbs of Sydney. This area is
commonly represented in the media as having a very high rate of crime.

The purpose of this bulletin is to summarize available statistical information
about crime in the western suburbs, and hence to assess the accuracy of this
image.

WHICH ARE THE WESTERN SUEBURBS?

There appears to be no general consensus on exactly which suburbs of Sydney
are "western".

The Ausgtralian Bureau of Statistics includes the following areas in the

Western Sydney Subdivision: Auburm, Baulkham Hills, Blacktown, Blue Mountains,
Colo, Falrfield, Holroyd, Parramatta, Penrith and Windsor. The South Western
Sydney Subdivision consists of Camden, Campbelltown, Liverpool and Wollondilly.
As thesge two subdivisions appear to include most suburbs which are usually
described as the "western suburbs", and omit most of those which are not, they are
considered to be the "western suburbs" for the purpose of this bulletin. Using
this standard classification avoids the problem which cccurs when only those
western localities perceived as disadvantaged are clasgified as "western suburbs™;
they are then shown to be "at risk" in a classic example of a self-fulfilling
prophecy.

MEASURE OF CRIME

Two measures of crime are used in this bulletin: accepted reports to the police

of offences occurring in the western suburbs (but not necessarily committed

by people living there), and Bureau of Crime Statistics figures on offences proven
in court and committed by adults living in the western suburbs (but whose offences
may have taken place elsewhere).

The police figures are the best available measure of the amount of crime occurring
in the western suburbs ie how "dangerous" or otherwise the area is to live in.

The Bureau court figures are the best indicator of the official "ecriminality” of
its residents.

Unfortunately, the police collect crime reports by police district, for which
corresponding population information is unavailable. Crime rates have
therefore been calculated by matching police districts with their approximate
local government areas, for which population data are available. The resulting
rates are estimates only, and mist be interpreted with caution.

OFFENCES PROVEN IN COURT

Table 1 shows the drink/drive, drug and other offences heard in courts of
petty sessions and in higher courts which were proven against adults living
in the western suburbs in 1979. Juvenile convictions are omitted, as they are
collected by financial rather than calendar year and thus would not be
comparable with the adult figures.

The rate of conviction per 100,000 population of western suburbs residents was
only marginally higher than that of the Sydney and N.5.W. populations. For
both drug and drink/drive offences the western suburbs rate was actually lower
than that of N.8.W.; for drug offences, it was also below that of Sydney.

Some areas typically characterized as "crime-ridden western suburbs" in the
media - notably Gampbelltown, Parramatta and Penrith =~ had conviction rates
lower than those of Sydney, or NSW, ox both. The conviction rates for other
western localities were among the lowest in the state. Baulkham Hills' rate
of 536 per 100,000 and the Blue Mountains' of 698 compare favourably with
that of Mosman (726), for example. The western suburbs with the highest
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conviction rates were Liverpool, Fairfield and Blacktown which each had
approximately 850~950 general Petty Sessions convictions per 100,000
residents in 1979. This may be compared with 2973 such convietions
per 100,000 residents of the City of Sydney local government area.

Over half the convictions were for offences classified as "General Petty
Sessions". Table 2 breaks these down into more detailed offence types. The
higher western suburbs rate for these offences was primarily <due to higher
rates of conviction for larceny, serious driving offences (mostly dangerous
driving, failure to stop after accident and driving while disgualified)

and "other" offences (largely fare evasion, trespassing-related offences,
resisting the police and breach of recognizance). Conviction rates for
western suburbs residents for prostitution, betting and gaming and offensive
behaviour were lower than those for Sydney and the State as a whole. For

other offences, the rates were very similar or identical. Appendix 1 presents
the conviction rates for these offences by each western suburb local government
area individually.

It should be noted that none of the differences are substantial. The rates for
all Petty Sessions offences, for example, indicate that the western suburbs had
only 1 more person in 5,000 convicted than did NSW as a whole.
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Fig. 1 compares trends in the rate of conviction of residents of the
westerns suburbs and of N.S5.W. for several petty sessions offences

between 1974 and 1979. The myth of very high western suburbs conviction
rates may stem from the situation in 1975, an atypical year in which its
rate was far higher than that of N.S.W. Since 1976, however, there has
been no appreciable difference between the conviction rates of western
suburbs and all N.S.W. residents. Appendix 2 presents these figures broken
down by local govermment area for the period 1974-1978 (the 1979 figures

are in Table 1).
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Fig, l: Trends in Proven Offences 1974-1979

*note: .........indicates appeals data not
included for 1979, so 1979 figures are not
strictly comparable with the previous years.

CRIME REPORTS ACCEPTED BY THE POLICE

As pointed out earlier in this bulletin, crime rates calculated from police
figures can only be approximations, as police districts do not exactly match

any areas for which population data are available.

The police figures do,however,confirm the picture presented by the

court statistics. The western suburbs are clearly not the "crime capital of
N.S.W.", as so often depicted. In fact, at 3253 reported Crimes Per

100,000 population, their overall crime rate was lower than that of both the
Sydney metropolitan area and of N.S5.W., which had rateg of 4156 and 3623
reports per 100,000 population respectively.



TABLE 3: ACCEPTED REPORTS OF CRIME: NUMBER AND RATE PER 100,000 POPULATION

Western Suburbs Sydney Metropolitan
No.  Rate No.  Rate
Offences Against the Person 1396 134 4669 l4e
Steal with Violence 546 52 2964 93
Property Breaking 9534 917 38562 1208
Larceny from Property 13275 1276 51112 1801
False Pretences 1754 169 9869 309
Sexual Offences 624 G0 2068 &5
Miscellaneous Offences 6706 645 23482 735
TOTAL 33835 3253 132726 4156

The crime rate in the western suburbs was lower than Fhat of the Sydney
metropolitan areé )for every offence category (table 3). This difference was
most pronounced for false pretences and steal with violence, for which the
western suburbs rates were almost half those of Sydney, and least so for

offences against the person and sexual offences.

Larceny from property (commonly shoplifting) was the most common crime in the
western suburbs; for Sydney as a whole, however, its rate was exceeded by
property breaking, which involves foreced entry to premises. The least

common offence in the western suburbs (in contrast to its media-presented

image as a region of muggings and robbery) wag steal with violence.

CONCLUSION
In 1972 the western suburbs accounted for:
* 32.6% of sydney's population
* 34.5% of offences proven against Sydney's residents

* 25.5% of crime reported in Sydney.

In 1972 the western suburbs accounted for:
* 24.5% of the N.S.W. population

* 20.7% of offences broven against the inhabitants of N.5.W
* 18.4% of crime reported in N.S.W.

(1) Unfortunately, owing to discrepancies in offence classifications and the
inclusion of different police squads, it was not possible to do a

comparison with N.S.W. as a whole.



There is clearly little support in these figures for the stereotype that
the wester¥n suburbs are a region characterized by a high crime rate,
or that its inhabitants are considerably more "crime-prone" than are

those of Sydney or N.S.W. in general.
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