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W O O D R O W  W I L S O N  C E N T E R  U P D AT E  O N  T H E  A M E R I C A S

T he growth in violence in the past
two decades has been one of the
major challenges for Latin

America’s development. Homicide rates,
which are twice the global average (22.9
per one hundred thousand inhabitants ver-
sus 10.7), make this region one of the most
violent in the world.

While homicides are indeed the more
dramatic face of violence, acts against prop-
erty are a run-of-the-mill, daily occurrence
for much of Latin America’s population. For
individuals walking the streets of the region’s
large urban centers, the constant threat of
being mugged or assaulted is perhaps the
most common expression of the urban vio-
lence phenomenon. In the case of Peru, a
victimization survey found that 62% of all
crimes in that country are related to thefts
and assaults (Instituto Apoyo 1999). Similar
surveys in Brazil, based on data from Rio de
Janeiro and São Paulo, have suggested that
52% of the population has been robbed at
gunpoint.

These trends have led to a growing con-
cern over the effects of violence on physi-
cal, human, and social capital (Moser and
Shrader 1999). In addition to its social
dimensions, violence has become increas-
ingly a macroeconomic problem, jeopard-
izing capital flows to many of the
economies in Latin America.

While the varied effects of crime now
are more recognized, there is no clear
agreement on its sources. A large sector of
society shares the view that the region’s

serious social and
economic short-
comings are the
principle sources for
the high crime
rates, which are
principally found in
its major urban cen-
ters. According to
this sector, unem-
ployment, inequali-
ty, and the lack of
social welfare policies have led to rampant
criminality over the past few decades.
However, another school of thought
points to the impunity of the penal and
judicial systems in Latin America, citing
econometric studies that correlate crime
and weak institutions for its theoretical
support. This divergence of opinion over
the sources of criminality has affected the
types of public policies that have been
selected to combat the escalating violence.

Policymaking also has been impacted by
the prevailing myths of the political elite
about how to address public safety. Given
that such beliefs can act as a "straightjack-
et" for the  region’s policymakers, it is cru-
cial to dispel some of them:

1. "Our crime problems are so urgent that I
cannot afford to waste time with studies and eval-
uations."

It is true that crime and violence have
grown sharply in the region’s major urban
centers, but the absence of scientific studies
can make this situation even worse.

Claudio Beato is the coor-
dinator at UFMG of the
Center for Crime and Public
Safety Studies-CRISP.



2.“Given our serious crime problems, above all we
must equip our police forces.Their wages are terrible,
they ride in antiquated vehicles, and they have to face
criminals which are armed with more powerful
weapons.”

This statement is an eloquent example of the
failure to properly diagnosis Latin America’s
crime problem. An alternative evaluation might
argue that the police forces’ lack of administra-
tive and managerial preparedness requires more
urgent attention.

3. “Why detailed statistics? Anybody interested in
crime can simply read about the problem in the daily
newspapers.”

This is probably the most biased and preju-
diced argument. It ignores the fact that the press
is selective regarding the criminal stories it pub-
lishes.

PUBLIC HEALTH PROBLEMS AND CRIME:
INTERPERSONAL AND DOMESTIC VIOLENCE

Concerns over public health problems and
crime are related to issues of interpersonal and
domestic violence. Essentially, there are three
distinct types of crime that undermine the pub-
lic health of a society: (a) gender and domestic
violence; (b) juvenile and youth violence; and
(c) interpersonal violence, mainly homicides
associated with high-risk activities (i.e. alcohol
and drug use).

Due to the wide-variety of possible inter-
ventions to rectify these problems, policies and
programs are extremely diffuse, dispersed, and
multifaceted, which make their evaluation
more difficult. First of all, the impact of these
interventions requires a long time horizon for
results to materialize. Second, many risk factors
associated with the problems are cumulative
and context-dependant. Oftentimes what
works in one situation, will not work in others.
Lastly, it is extremely difficult to measure these
types of violence because they are not as pre-
dictable as other crimes that are concentrated in
specific communities or certain localities.

ECONOMIC PROBLEMS: THE COSTS AND

DETERMINANTS OF VIOLENCE

Economic Costs. Crime and violence have an
immediate economic impact, to the extent that
they have become hurdles for development in
the region.The table above (see Table 1) repro-
duces the influence of violence on the gross
domestic product (GDP) of six Latin American
economies.

Apart from its negative effect on national
income, violence imposes other costs through
the erosion of social capital. Social capital is a
concept which refers to the set of norms, values,
obligations, rules, reciprocity, and bonds of trust
established among individuals, that make it pos-
sible for them to achieve common objectives
(Coleman 1990).Violence destroys social capital
to the extent that it undermines these relation-
ships of trust in a community, restricts people's
mobility in violent areas, and, as a result, con-
tributes to fewer interpersonal relationships.
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WOODROW WILSON CENTER UPDATE ON THE AMERICAS

The Latin American Program serves as a bridge between the
United States and Latin America, encouraging a free flow of
information and dialogue between the two regions. The
Program also provides a nonpartisan forum for discussing Latin
American and Caribbean issues in Washington, D.C., and for
bringing these issues to the attention of opinion leaders and pol-
icy makers throughout the Western hemisphere.  The Program
sponsors major initiatives on Decentralization, Citizen Security,
Comparative Peace Processes, Creating Community in the
Americas, and U.S.-Brazilian and U.S.-Mexican relations. 

The Woodrow Wilson Center's Citizen Security Project is 
supported by a generous grant from the Hewlett Foundation.

Latin American Program Director: Joseph S. Tulchin
Citizen Security Project Coordinator: Heather A. Golding
Editing and Layout: Craig M. Fagan
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CRIME AND SOCIAL POLICIES IN LATIN AMERICA

Economic Determinants. In the past few years,
increased importance has been accorded to the
relationship between economic downturns, ris-
ing unemployment rates, and escalating crime
(Gunn 1998). However, the interaction
between these variables is often weak, inconsis-
tent, and insignificant, and will vary depending
upon the analytical techniques and strategies
chosen (Land et al. 1995). At best, we can say
that there is a "consensus of doubt" (Chiricos
1987) about the correlation betweeen crime
and economic determinants.

For example, a study on violent crime and
property theft in the Brazilian city of Belo
Horizonte, has shown no significant correlation
between unemployment rates and crime.

A CASE STUDY OF VIOLENCE: CRIME IN

URBAN AREAS

Many people refer to the phenomenon of a
“crime explosion” in the major urban centers
of Latin America. Implosion might be a better
word, for the escalation in crime has occurred
within specific communities where both vic-
tims and aggressors live.

The study completed on Belo Horizonte,
the capital of the state of Minas Gerais, showed
that homicide rates in the past five years have
ranged between 13 and 23 per one hundred
thousand inhabitants, for a population of
roughly two-and-a-half million people. Belo
Horizonte, like many other major Latin
American urban centers, has seen a sharp rise in
violent crime rates, particularly during the
1990s. In absolute terms, the number of homi-
cides more than doubled in the last five years,
from a total of 326 in 1995 to 685 in 2000.
This sharp increase seems to be associated with
a rise in drug trafficking activities, mainly relat-
ed to crack (Beato et al. 2001).

However, this same study on Belo Horizonte
showed that urban conglomerations are not
necessarily regions with a higher incidence of
crime: it depends on the particular socioeco-
nomic characteristics of the locality. The
method of analysis used in the study focused on
this aspect, reviewing the spatial distribution of
crimes between 1996 and 1998 to determine

which localities experienced a rise in violence.
Particular emphasis was given to the features of
the community where crimes occurred. In this
sense, "the incidence of crime" (i.e. the commu-
nity) was isolated from the "social characteristics
of criminals" (i.e. the individual). In theoretical
terms, it implied that criminals were no different
from non-criminals: both were equally predis-
posed to crime (Newman et al. 1997).This focus
on the specific environment of criminal activity
relied upon analyzing the socioeconomic fea-
tures of the locality to find the motivations and
predisposition for delinquency.

In the case of Belo Horizonte, slums associ-
ated with higher numbers of homicides had
several social welfare and life quality indicators
which were considerably inferior to other areas
of the city. For example, they had a higher per-
centage of employment in the informal sector
as compared to other parts of Belo Horizonte.
Moreover, child mortality was greater and illit-
eracy was more prevalent.The urban infrastruc-
ture index also was significantly more deficient
in the localities with higher homicide rates (a
five-fold difference).

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

As seen in the study on Belo Horizonte, impor-
tant results have been obtained for how to
combat violence in Latin America. However, it
is important to stress several aspects and limita-
tions of these approaches.

First, there is a noticeable absence of strategies
and programs specifically geared to address-
ing violent urban crime, particularly crimes
against property.

Secondly, outstanding econometric efforts are
being made by some experts to correlate
crime  and its sources, but in practical terms
the results have not been encouraging.

Thirdly, anti-crime policies in Latin
America have had difficulties at the organi-
zational level, namely, with the relations
among the agencies involved.

The absence of a tradition of solid empirical
studies to evaluate successful crime-control
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strategies in Latin America makes us reflect on
what should be done to solve this deficiency.
Among many possibilities, there are three
important points to be addressed:

1.) There is little to be gained by the
provincial attitude which prevails in the
current output of theoretical and empirical
studies on Latin America. Obviously there
are honorable exceptions, but as a rule there
is no systematic tradition of studies on
crime, its sources, and preventative policies.

2.) The discussion concerning the determi-
nants of homicides shows how this phe-
nomenon's complexity resides in its many
determinants, some of which barely receive
any theoretical treatment such as geograph-

ic concentration and the incidence of drug-
trafficking.

3.) The interrelationship between the aca-
demic world and the universe of public-
policymaking and implementation is
severely weak. The opposition and open
confrontation between universities and
research centers, as well as the criminal jus-
tice system’s agencies (particularly the
police) is historical and deeply-rooted in
Latin America.

Given this context, it is now necessary, more
than ever before, to build a bridge between pol-
icy-makers and academic researchers.This is no
easy task but it must be done if the multifaceted
problem of citizen insecurity is to be rectified.
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