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SUMMARY
Passed by voters in November 2014, Proposition 47 brought broad and signifi-
cant changes to California’s criminal justice system. Undertaken in the wake 
of public safety realignment in 2011, Proposition 47 reduced the penalties for 
certain lower-level drug and property offenses and represented a further step 
in prioritizing prison and jail space for higher-level offenders. The policy has 
sparked continued debate around two key questions:

Did Proposition 47 increase crime? 

 � We find no evidence that violent crime increased as a result of Proposition 47. 
While California saw an uptick in the violent crime rate from 2014 to 2016,  
this trend appears to have preceded the reform and is due in large part to 
unrelated changes in crime reporting after 2014. 

 � We find some evidence that Proposition 47 affected property crime. State-
wide, property crime increased after 2014. While the reform had no appar-
ent impact on burglaries or auto thefts, it may have contributed to a rise in 
larceny thefts, which increased by roughly 9 percent (about 135 more thefts 
per 100,000 residents) compared to other states. Crime data show that thefts 
from motor vehicles account for about three-quarters of this increase. 

 � Despite recent upticks, California’s crime rates remain comparable to the  
low rates observed in the 1960s—even with the dramatic reductions in incar-
ceration ushered in by recent criminal justice reforms.  

Did Proposition 47 reduce recidivism?

 � Recidivism rates decreased due to Proposition 47. Using data from 12 
California counties, we find that among individuals released after serving 
sentences for Proposition 47 offenses, the two-year rearrest rate was  
70.8 percent, 1.8 percentage points lower than for similar individuals released 
before the reform. The two-year reconviction rate for individuals released 
under Proposition 47 was 46.0 percent, 3.1 percentage points lower than their 
pre-reform counterparts. 

 � These overall declines were driven by substantial reductions in recidivism 
rates for Proposition 47 offenses. Rearrest and reconviction rates for these 
offenses were 10.3 and 11.3 percentage points lower, respectively, than for 
similar individuals before the reform. Our findings suggest that the measure 
reduced both arrests by law enforcement and convictions resulting from 
prosecutions by district attorneys. However, we are not able to separate the 
reform’s effects on reoffending from its effects on the practices of criminal 
justice agencies.

Proposition 47 redirected the savings from reduced incarceration to treatment 
interventions, with the goal of reducing recidivism. While it is too early to know 
if this shift in funding has affected recidivism rates, in the coming years the state 
and counties will be better able to assess the impact of increased interventions 
and to identify promising strategies. As California continues to pursue criminal 
justice reforms, understanding the effects of Proposition 47 and local treatment 
programs will be essential to achieving further reductions in recidivism and 
maintaining public safety. 
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4 THE IMPACT OF PROPOSITION 47 ON CRIME AND RECIDIVISM

Introduction
Over the past 40 years, California’s corrections system has undergone remarkable changes. 
“Tough on crime” policies led to a more-than-sevenfold increase in the prison population 
between 1980 and 2006. During the same period, expenditures rose dramatically and the cor-
rections system’s share of the state budget tripled. The growth in the prison population led to 
overcrowding and poor conditions, prompting lawsuits alleging inadequate medical and mental 
health care. In 2009, a federal court ordered the California Department of Corrections and 
Rehabilitation (CDCR) to cut its institutional population by tens of thousands of inmates, to 
137.5 percent of design capacity. The state appealed the mandate, but the US Supreme Court 
upheld it in May 2011. At that time, the state needed to reduce the prison population by about 
34,000 inmates by June 2013.

The court-mandated target prompted significant legislative reforms. First, in October 2011, 
California enacted public safety realignment (AB 109), which shifted responsibility for many 
non-serious, non-violent, and non-sexual offenders to county jail and probation systems. The 
reform cut the prison population by about 27,400 in 
its first year—but not by enough to meet the court 
mandate (Lofstrom, Bird, and Martin 2016). The 
prison population declined further as a result of 
Proposition 36 in 2012, which revised California’s 
three-strikes law, but the mandated target still was 
not met.

In November 2014, another major reform, Proposi-
tion 47 (Prop 47), passed with the support of almost 
60 percent of voters. Prop 47 reduced the penalties 
associated with a set of lower-level drug and prop-
erty offenses (see text box). These offenses were 
reclassified from felonies or wobblers—which could 
be charged as either felonies or misdemeanors at the 
prosecutor’s discretion—to misdemeanors that carry 
a maximum sentence of one year in jail. The law 
also applied retroactively, meaning that individuals 
already serving prison or jail sentences at the time 
of passage could petition to be released or to have 
their sentences shortened. Individuals previously 
convicted of certain violent or sexual offenses are 
not eligible under Prop 47.1 Importantly, the law 
also aims to reduce California’s stubbornly high 
recidivism rates by requiring that 65 percent of the 
net state savings from the measure go toward grants 
and programs for mental health and substance-use 
disorder treatment.

Proposition 47 Offenses

Check forgery. Proposition 47 makes forging a check 
worth $950 or less a misdemeanor unless the offender 
commits identity theft in connection with the check 
forgery. Previously, check forgery was a potential 
felony offense. 

Drug possession. Possession for personal use of most 
illegal drugs is always a misdemeanor under Proposi-
tion 47. Previously, offenders could be charged with a 
misdemeanor or a felony, depending on the amount 
and type of drug.

Receiving stolen property. Under Proposition 47, 
receiving stolen property worth $950 or less was 
reduced from a potential felony to a misdemeanor.

Shoplifting. Shoplifting property worth $950 or less  
is always a misdemeanor under Proposition 47.  
Previously, shoplifting could be charged as a burglary, 
a potential felony offense.

Theft. Proposition 47 limits the circumstances under 
which theft of property worth $950 or less can be 
charged as a felony. 

Writing bad checks. Under Proposition 47, it is a mis-
demeanor to write a bad check for $950 or less. If the 
check is for more than $950 or the offender has three 
previous forgery-related convictions, the crime is still  
a potential felony offense. 
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Within months after the reform passed, and for the first 
time since the 2009 federal court order, the prison 
population dropped below the court-mandated target.2 
But Prop 47 remained controversial. Supporters presented 
the policy change as an opportunity to rein in correc-
tional spending, while reducing lower-level offenders’ 
involvement with the criminal justice system and shifting 
resources toward treatment programs. In the information 
guide provided to voters, proponents of Prop 47 wrote, 
“For too long, California’s overcrowded prisons have 
been disproportionately draining taxpayer dollars and 
law enforcement resources, and incarcerating too many 
people convicted of low-level, nonviolent offenses.”3 The 
Legislative Analyst’s Office (LAO) predicted substantial 
reductions in incarceration associated with Prop 47 
offenses and subsequent savings for state correctional 
systems (LAO 2016). However, opponents expressed 
concerns that this reduction in penalties would shift too many offenders from the state prison system to jails and 
communities. More offenders on the street could potentially increase the burden on local criminal justice systems  
and compromise public safety. Opponents told voters in the information guide, “This measure will overcrowd jails 
with dangerous felons who should be in state prison and jam California’s courts with hearings to provide ‘Get Out  
of Prison Free’ cards.” 4

This report assesses whether Prop 47 is meeting its policy goals and whether it has had an effect on public safety. We 
begin by describing incarceration levels under Prop 47. Next, we determine whether the noticeable criminal justice 
changes introduced by the initiative affected crime rates. We study possible impacts on violent and property crimes by 
examining trends in monthly crime rates and draw comparisons between crime rates in California and those of other 
states. We then take a deeper look at contact with the criminal justice system—as measured by jail bookings—and 
the demographic characteristics of the population booked into jail under Prop 47. Next, we analyze whether recidi-
vism rates (two-year rearrest and reconviction outcomes) for lower-level drug and property offenders released under 
Prop 47 have changed compared to those of similar individuals released before Prop 47. Finally, we discuss the redirec-
tion of state savings—which started in August 2016—under Prop 47 toward treatment programs designed to reduce 
recidivism, particularly among individuals with behavioral health challenges. 

Incarceration 
Supporters of Prop 47 argued that California has historically over-penalized lower-level drug and property offenders, 
resulting in high incarceration levels and correctional costs. By reducing penalties associated with Prop 47 offenses, 
supporters anticipated reductions in jail and prison populations due to fewer individuals entering custody and shorter 
custody sentences.

Though other population-reduction measures also played a role, Prop 47 further reduced California’s reliance on 
incarceration. By December 2016, the state’s prison and jail populations had dropped by more than 15,000 inmates. 
The state’s incarceration rate is now at levels not seen since the early 1990s. 

Supporters presented Prop 47 

as an opportunity to rein in 

correctional spending. However, 

opponents expressed concerns 

that the reduction in penalties 

would shift too many offenders 

from the state prison system to 

jails and communities. 
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Prison and Jail Populations 
Both state prisons and county jails saw reduced popula-
tions under Prop 47. One year after the reform’s pas-
sage, the prison population declined by a total of 8,100 
inmates (or 6.0%), with the biggest drop occurring in 
the first six months (Figure 1). However, not all of this 
decline can be attributed to Prop 47. Around the same 
time, CDCR was implementing a number of court-
ordered population-reduction measures that helped 
reduce the prison population.5 The jail population also 
decreased sharply following Prop 47. One year after 
passage, jails held about 7,000 (or 8.5%) fewer inmates, 
easing population pressure in crowded jail systems. 

Lower incarceration levels stem from changes to both 
releases and admissions under Prop 47. Early releases 
from jails and prisons took place as individuals 
already serving time for Prop 47 offenses qualified 
for resentencing from a felony to a misdemeanor. The 
Legislative Analyst’s Office estimates that Prop 47 
reduced the state prison population by 4,700 during 
the first year (LAO 2016). In addition, those convicted 
of a Prop 47 offense after passage of the reform were 
released earlier from jail than they would have been before, since misdemeanor sentences are 
shorter and can be no longer than one year (Grattet et al. 2016). However, not all jail inmates 
experienced shorter sentences under Prop 47. As jail populations declined, counties facing court-
ordered population caps reduced the number of inmates that they released early due to capacity 
constraints. Statewide, capacity releases for sentenced jail inmates dropped from 6,000 in 
October 2014 to 3,400 in October 2015, a decline of about 43 percent under Prop 47.6

Incarceration levels were also affected by changes in arrests. The monthly number of arrests 
decreased after Prop 47, while the monthly number of cite and releases in the field increased—
especially when measured as a share of total arrests—in the first year following the reform 
(Figure 2). The average monthly number of arrests dropped from 124,400 in the year before 
Prop 47 (from November 2013 to October 2014) to 118,500 in the year after (from November 
2014 to October 2015), a decline of about 5 percent. Meanwhile, the average monthly number of 
cite and releases increased, from 30,300 to 32,800, or roughly 8 percent. However, the increase in 
the use of cite and releases becomes more apparent when cite and releases are measured as a share 
of total arrests. This share increased from a monthly average of 24.3 percent of all arrests in the 
year before Prop 47 to 27.7 percent in the year afterward, an increase of about 14 percent. The 
data suggest that law enforcement may have responded to the reform with fewer initial contacts 
with suspected offenders—as seen in the drop in the total number of arrests—but also, more 
noticeably, by deciding to book fewer suspected offenders into county jail. We discuss in more 
detail changes in jail bookings in a later section of this report. 

Figure 1. Prison and jail populations quickly 
declined after Prop 47
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Jail Profile Survey and prison data from the California Department of 
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NOTE: Monthly county jail population is the average daily population 
(ADP), and the monthly total state prison population is as of the last day 
of the month.
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Crime Trends
Critics of Prop 47 have raised concerns that the reduced reliance on incarceration would lead to 
more offenders on the street, with more opportunities to commit crimes and less severe conse-
quences for those crimes. Would crime rates increase as a result? Although California’s crime 
rates are still historically low, the state witnessed recent upticks in crime in 2015 and 2016. For 
violent crimes and most property crimes, we find that recent increases are not due to Prop 47. 
However, we do see some evidence that Prop 47 may have contributed to a rise in larceny thefts, 
especially thefts from motor vehicles.

Our analysis builds on a recent study examining crime rates and Prop 47 by Bartos and Kubrin 
(forthcoming). While one of our approaches—comparing crime rates in California to those of 
a “synthetic control” made up of similar states—coincides with Bartos and Kubrin’s research, 
there are also important differences: First, we extend the study period to include 2016.7 Addi-
tionally, in choosing comparison states, we use a time period (2000–2010) not marked by major 
criminal justice reforms in California, such as determinate sentencing in 1976, the three-strikes 
law in 1994, and more recently public safety realignment in 2011. We also take advantage of 
monthly and county-level data to corroborate and supplement our findings. For example, the use 
of monthly data allows us to assess whether any post-reform trends were extensions of trends 
that began prior to Prop 47. Moreover, we conduct a preliminary analysis of whether crime 
increased more in counties that experienced larger declines in jail population and arrest activity 
as a result of Prop 47. Note that the available data do not include one key category of Prop 47 
offenses: drug crimes.

Figure 2. Prop 47 led to notable changes in total arrests and the use of cite and releases 

SOURCE: Author calculations based on California’s Monthly Arrest and Citation Register (MACR) data from the California Department of Justice, 2013–2016. 
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Long-Term Crime Trends
While crime rates fluctuate from year to year, both violent and property crime rates in California 
are on a long-term decline (Figure 3). In fact, despite some increases in recent years, crime rates 
are still at historic lows.8 This long-term downward trend comes after decades of significant 
growth in crime rates.

Between 1960 and 1980, the property crime rate in California more than doubled. It then 
declined in the 1980s and 1990s, and by 2000 had returned to levels similar to those of the early 
1960s. The property crime rate then increased slightly in the early 2000s before returning to its 
long-term downward trend in 2004. Since 2009, it has stayed relatively flat. The 2014 property 
crime rate was the lowest observed since 1960, with the second-lowest rate (about 3.5% higher) 
occurring in 2016, which saw 2,545 property crimes per 100,000 residents.

The violent crime rate more than quadrupled between 1961 and 1992. It then dropped dramati-
cally, declining every year until 2006, when it went up slightly. In fact, since 1992, the state has 
seen year-over-year increases only four times: 2005 to 2006, 2011 to 2012, 2014 to 2015, and 
2015 to 2016. In 2016, the violent crime rate of 444 per 100,000 residents was similar to rates 
observed in the late 1960s. 

Factors Affecting Recent Changes in Violent Crime

There are two technical factors related to crime classification and reporting—and unrelated to 
Prop 47—that contribute to the recent increase in reported violent crime rates in California. Thus 
we should be cautious in attributing the rise in violent crime rates from 2014 to 2016 to Prop 47.

Figure 3. California’s violent and property crime rates are still at historic lows

SOURCE: Author calculations based on FBI Uniform Crime Report 1960–2002 and the California Department of Justice’s Criminal Justice 
Statistics Center, California Crimes and Clearances Files, 2003–2016.

NOTE: Violent crime includes homicide, rape, robbery, and aggravated assault. Property crime includes burglary, motor vehicle theft,  
and larceny theft (including non-felonious larceny theft).
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First, the FBI implemented a change in 2014 that 
expanded the definition of sexual crimes that constitute 
rape. According to the FBI’s Uniform Crime Report, 
the new definition added about 38 percent to the num-
ber of reported rapes in California in 2014, increasing 
the violent crime rate by about 8 more violent crimes 
per 100,000 residents. Accounting for this definitional 
change reduces the 2014–2016 increase in the violent 
crime rate from 13 percent to 10.7 percent. 

A more significant factor is the role of the Los Angeles 
Police Department’s (LAPD) underreporting of violent 
crimes, especially aggravated assaults, prior to 2014.9  
An analysis by the Los Angeles Times in 2014 found that 
“with the incidents counted correctly, violent crime in 
the city was 7 percent higher than the LAPD reported 
in the period from 2005 to fall 2012, and the number of 
serious assaults was 16 percent higher” (Poston, Rubin, 
and Pesce 2015). In response, the LAPD announced 
reforms to improve the accuracy of crime statistics, 
including the creation of a Data Integrity Unit (Rubin and Poston 2014). A 2015 report by the 
Los Angeles Office of the Inspector General (OIG) estimated that if reported assaults had been 
properly classified by the LAPD, on average, the aggravated assault rates between 2008 and 2014 
would have been about 36 percent higher each year (OIG 2015). Given the size of Los Angeles, 
this significant underreporting raises concerns about comparing California’s reported violent 
crime rates, and especially its aggravated assault rates, for the 2008–2014 period to those of sub-
sequent years, as that comparison overstates increases in violent crime.

While it is unclear the precise extent to which more accurate reporting of violent crimes in 2015 
and 2016 in Los Angeles contributes to the statewide increase, we can examine statewide trends 
with and without Los Angeles County. The statewide increase in the violent crime rate between 
2014 and 2016 was 13 percent. This drops to 6.4 percent when Los Angeles is excluded. When we 
account for both the definitional change in rape and exclude Los Angeles, the increase drops to 
4.7 percent. With these two adjustments, the violent crime rate in 2016 is lower than it was in all 
other years since 2010, with the exception of 2014 (see Figure A3 in the technical appendices).

Recent Crime Trends 
Focusing on crime trends since 2010, we see some recent upticks after Prop 47 but also consider-
able fluctuation. While monthly rates of violent crime did increase after Prop 47, this upward 
trend—which includes data from the LAPD—appears to have started in late 2013 or early 2014 
(Figure 4). Between 2010 and 2012, the violent crime rate stayed relatively constant—although 
it is subject to seasonal variation—and decreased somewhat in 2013 and 2014. Nonetheless, the 
monthly violent crime rate reaches a seven-year high in July 2016 before dropping back down to 
pre-reform levels, reaching 35 violent crimes per 100,000 residents in December 2016.

GETTY IMAGES

Prop 47 did not affect violent crime, but it may have contributed  
to a rise in some property crimes. 

http://www.ppic.org/wp-content/uploads/0618mbr-appendix.pdf
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Monthly property crime rates show more pronounced trends. After a rather steady increase in 
2012, the monthly property crime rate reached a seven-year high in January 2013. It then started 
to drift down, staying relatively steady between February and November 2014, when it reached a 
seven-year low. After Prop 47, the monthly property crime rate jumped up somewhat and ranged 
between 220 and 230 property crimes per 100,000 residents from December 2014 to January 
2016. This increase represents a statistically significant departure from pre-reform levels (see 
Technical Appendix A for more details). It then went down and fluctuated around 210 monthly 
property crimes per 100,000 residents in 2016, similar to the monthly rates from 2010 to 2013. 

Assessing the Rise in Property Crime

Property crimes include burglary, larceny theft (e.g., pick pocketing, purse snatching, shoplifting, 
theft from motor vehicles), and motor vehicle theft. We find the increase in larceny theft is driving 
the immediate increase in the number of monthly property crimes after Prop 47 (see Figure A1 in 
the technical appendices). Despite fluctuations, since January 2013 the monthly rate of larceny 
thefts had been steadily drifting down to lows of about 125 per 100,000 residents. This number 
then increases by about 10 percent (to around 140 thefts per 100,000 residents) in late 2014 and 
2015, before returning to roughly pre-reform levels in 2016.

Burglaries and auto thefts do not appear to play a significant role in the relatively sharp post-
reform increase in monthly property crime rates.10 Like larceny thefts, the monthly burglary rate 
also seems to deviate from its downward trend—which started in early 2013—and increased right 
after Prop 47 passed. However, within a few months it appears to trend downward again, pos-
sibly leveling out in 2016. The monthly auto theft rate goes up somewhat in 2015 and 2016, after 
experiencing seven-year lows in early 2014.

Recent increases in two types of larceny theft—thefts from motor vehicles and shoplifting—have 
been widely reported in the media and are often linked to Prop 47.11 These two crimes typically 
account for about half of all larcenies. Legislative proposals, such as AB 1326, aim to address 
repeat offenders’ thefts of property valued under $950 per incident, which are currently consid-
ered misdemeanors under Prop 47. For example, the League of California Cities (2017) says in 
support of AB 1326, “This measure addresses increased incidents of both individual shoplifting 
and organized retail theft operations responsible for the loss of millions of dollars in retail mer-
chandise statewide, which entail a corresponding hit to local sales tax revenues.”  

Monthly crime numbers bear out the reported increases in thefts from motor vehicles and shop-
lifting (Figure 5). However, reports of shoplifting decreased in 2016 and are now at roughly the 
same levels as rates observed in 2010. After increases in 2012, reported thefts from motor vehicles 
decreased in 2013 and most of 2014. But starting in December 2014, these reported thefts jumped 
up from 16,000–17,000 to 19,000–20,000. There is no sign yet of thefts from motor vehicles 
returning to pre-reform levels. Furthermore, the increase of 35,300 thefts from motor vehicles 
between 2014 and 2016 accounts for almost two-thirds of the 54,700 increase in the number of 
property crimes in California.

The average monthly number of reported shoplifting incidents stayed relatively flat, between 
7,800 and 8,100 per month, in the years before Prop 47 passed. It then jumped up to 9,000 in 
November 2014 and reached a seven-year high of 9,900 in January 2015. The post-reform one-
year average of 9,050 is about 12 percent higher than the one-year pre-reform average. How-
ever, shoplifting decreased notably in 2016, when the monthly numbers dropped to pre-reform 

http://www.ppic.org/wp-content/uploads/0618mbr-appendix.pdf
http://www.ppic.org/wp-content/uploads/0618mbr-appendix.pdf
http://www.ppic.org/wp-content/uploads/0618mbr-appendix.pdf
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Figure 4. Monthly rates of violent crime did not change much after Prop 47, but property crime rates  
showed an initial uptick

Figure 5. Both shoplifting and thefts from motor vehicles rose after Prop 47, but shoplifting declined  
to pre-reforms levels in 2016

SOURCE: Author calculations based on California Department of Justice’s Criminal Justice Statistics Center, California Crimes and Clearances 
Monthly Files, 2010–2016. 

NOTES: Violent crime includes homicide, rape, robbery, and aggravated assault. Property crime includes burglary, motor vehicle theft, and larceny 
theft (including non-felonious larceny theft). Since the number of days in a month varies, the monthly numbers are adjusted accordingly. For 
example, February numbers in non-leap years are multiplied by a factor of 31/28. 

SOURCE: Author calculations based on California Department of Justice’s Criminal Justice Statistics Center, California Crimes and Clearances 
Monthly Files, 2010–2016. 
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levels. It is possible that the 2016 drop in shoplifting reflects increased law enforcement efforts 
responding to retailers’ substantiated concerns, retailers’ own increased theft prevention, or 
simply a decline in the likelihood of reporting shoplifting. Shoplifting accounts for only 1,300 
(2.4%) of the 2014–2016 increase in property crimes.

The Impact of Proposition 47 on Recent Crime Trends
The descriptive analysis above suggests a possible increase in some property crime as a result of 
Prop 47. Although violent crime has increased since 2014, this trend appears to have preceded the 
reform and is overstated due to a definitional change in the crime data and the underreporting 
of aggravated assaults by the LAPD prior to 2014. Furthermore, these patterns in property and 
violent crime rates do not account for broader crime trends that may be unrelated to Prop 47 and 
may extend beyond California. 

To determine whether crime rates have been affected by Prop 47, we identify a combination of 
states that best represent what California’s crime rates would have been had the reform not been 
implemented.12 We then measure the effect of Prop 47 by assessing the degree to which the differ-
ence in crime rates between California and the comparison states widens in 2015 and 2016, above 
and beyond any possible differences that emerge in the immediate period preceding Prop 47 due to 
earlier reforms. The methods and more detailed findings are presented in Technical Appendix A.

After declining in 2013 and 2014, California’s violent crime rate increased in both 2015 and 2016. 
While violent crime also increased in 2015 in the comparison states, California’s increases are 
greater, but not by much (see Figure A4 in the technical appendices). The estimated relative increase 
in California of about 37 more violent crimes per 100,000 residents is not statistically significant; 
nationwide, six other states experienced larger increases 
after 2014, relative to their comparison states.13

When we examine different kinds of violent crimes, we 
find that an increase in aggravated assaults is the main 
contributor to the observed increase in California’s 
violent crime rate. But once again, this increase is not 
statistically significant; nationwide, eight other states 
saw larger increases after 2014 than their comparison 
states did. Furthermore, none of California’s changes 
in the rates of murder, rape, and robbery are statisti-
cally significant compared to changes in the comparison 
states. 

In light of the LAPD’s underreporting of violent crimes 
discussed above, we rerun the analysis excluding violent 
crimes reported by the LAPD (roughly excluding the city 
of Los Angeles). We then match the rest of California 
with states that had similar pre-reform violent crime 
rates to California without Los Angeles. The results 
show that the rest of California saw a post-reform 
increase in violent crime, but this increase was smaller 
than that of the comparison states (Figure 6).

Figure 6. Excluding LAPD shows the rest of 
California did not see a greater increase in violent 
crime than comparison states

350

400

450

500

550

20
00

20
02

20
04

20
06

20
08

20
10

20
12

20
14

20
16

V
io

le
n

t 
c
ri

m
e

 r
a

te
 p

e
r 

10
0

,0
0

0
 r

e
si

d
e

n
ts

California 
(without LAPD)

Comparison states

Prop 47

SOURCE: Author estimates based on annual state-level data from the 
FBI’s Uniform Crime Reports, 2000–2016. 

http://www.ppic.org/wp-content/uploads/0618mbr-appendix.pdf
http://www.ppic.org/wp-content/uploads/0618mbr-appendix.pdf


PPIC.ORG 13

While property crime has been steadily decreasing in California since 2004, the state saw an 
increase in 2012 that was driven by a jump in auto thefts caused by realignment (Lofstrom and 
Raphael 2013). The gap of approximately 230 to 240 property crimes per 100,000 residents 
between California and the comparison states remained roughly constant in 2013 and 2014. 
However, in 2015 the gap widens further to around 450 and then declines somewhat to about 380 
in 2016 (see Figure A5 in the technical appendices). We estimate Prop 47 increased the property 
crime rate by about 190 property crimes per 100,000 residents. However, the relative increase is 
not statistically significant. Nationwide, eight other states saw larger increases after 2014 relative 
to their comparison states. 

When we examine trends in different kinds of property crimes, California’s notable decline in 
burglaries since 2012 is very similar to the sharp decrease observed in the comparison states; 
there is no evidence that Prop 47 affected this trend. The auto theft rate increased from 391 per 
100,000 residents in 2014 to 450 in 2016. However, comparison states also saw recent increases, 
and again we find that the post-reform increase in California is not statistically significant 
compared to increases in comparison states. In contrast, the increase in larceny theft is margin-
ally statistically significant.14 We estimate that Prop 47 led to a rise in the larceny theft rate of 
about 135 per 100,000 residents, an increase of close to 9 percent compared to the 2014 rate 
(Figure 7). 

We conducted additional analyses to corroborate these findings on Prop 47’s impact on crime 
rates. Using monthly California crime data, we estimated and tested for the effects of Prop 47 on 
specific crime rates before and after the reform.15 Consistent with the analysis above, this method 
finds no convincing evidence that Prop 47 led to higher violent crime rates in California, but prop-
erty crime increased, primarily driven by higher larceny theft rates.

We also performed a preliminary county-level analysis 
to examine whether there is a relationship between 
monthly crime data and jail incarceration, resentencing 
and reclassification petitions, and arrest activity under 
Prop 47. We consider these results preliminary because 
we are not currently able to incorporate data on recent 
changes in the prison population, a key group when 
examining the possible impact of Prop 47 on crime 
rates.16 While the results are broadly consistent with 
the statewide analysis above, they also suggest that we 
should be cautious not to overstate Prop 47’s impact on 
property crime. The preliminary county-level analysis 
once again finds no convincing evidence of an increase in 
violent crime overall or in specific violent crime rates.17 
There is some evidence of an impact on property crime 
overall and on larceny and auto thefts, but the estimates 
are not always statistically significant and vary across 
our different modeling scenarios.18 The methods and 
results for both of these supplemental analyses are pre-
sented in Technical Appendix A. 

Figure 7. After Prop 47, California’s larceny theft 
rate deviated notably from that of comparison 
states 
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Jail Bookings
One goal of Prop 47 was to reduce individuals’ involvement with the criminal justice system. In 
addition to the reductions in arrests and overall incarceration levels described above, here we 
examine another indicator of criminal justice contact: changes in jail bookings, which reflect the 
use of one of the most expensive correctional resources at the county level. Examining bookings 
over time and under policy reform is also important because individuals booked into custody, 
even for short periods of time, can face challenges maintaining employment or providing care for 
children. Bookings into jail occur when individuals are arrested for new offenses and brought into 
custody pending charges. Individuals may also be booked into jail for reasons other than arrests 
for new offenses, including bookings on bench warrants, supervision violations, commitments to 
custody, and holds for other reasons.  

This analysis draws on criminal justice data collected through the BSCC–PPIC Multi-County 
Study (MCS), a collaborative effort between the California Board of State and Community 
Corrections (BSCC), PPIC, and a group of 12 California counties.19 The MCS counties comprise 
about 60 percent of the state population and were selected to represent the demographic, eco-
nomic, and geographic characteristics of the state.20 In addition, the California Department of 
Justice (DOJ) and CDCR provided essential data to fill out the state-local picture. 

Trends in County Jail Bookings 
Overall, jail bookings in MCS counties decreased from almost 60,000 in October 2014 (the 
month prior to Prop 47) to 55,400 one year later, or a decline of about 8 percent. We see a reduc-
tion in bookings among all racial/ethnic groups (Figure 8). However, declines were relatively 
larger for whites and Latinos than for African Americans. In October 2014, African Americans 
represented 21.6 percent of bookings; one year after Prop 47, African Americans represented 
22.3 percent of all jail bookings into MCS counties. Although this change is small, even a small 
increase may be of concern given the highly disproportionate representation of African Americans 
in the criminal justice system.

The overall decline in jail bookings is driven by a reduction in bookings for Prop 47 drug and 
property offenses.21 Monthly bookings for Prop 47 offenses in the MCS counties declined by 
about 38 percent, from roughly 14,600 in October 2014 to 9,100 in October 2015 (Figure 9). 
As expected, bookings for Prop 47 offenses shifted from felonies to misdemeanors. In October 
2014, more than two-thirds of bookings for Prop 47 offenses were on felony charges; one year 
later, felony charges represented less than one-third of these bookings.22 Individuals booked for 
Prop 47 offenses may still be charged with felonies due to their criminal histories or, in the case 
of a property offense, the value of the property.

When we examine the racial/ethnic composition of those booked for Prop 47 offenses, we con-
tinue to see that declines in jail bookings after Prop 47 were relatively larger for whites and 
Latinos than for African Americans. In fact, the disparity is somewhat greater among those 
booked for Prop 47 offenses, with African Americans representing 21.0 percent of Prop 47 
bookings in October 2014, compared to 22.6 percent a year later. 

Because people can be booked into jail multiple times, we also examine jail bookings at the 
individual level over a one-year period. The total number of individuals booked into jail in MCS 
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Figure 8. Jail bookings declined across all racial/ethnic groups

Figure 9. Jail bookings for Prop 47 offenses declined and shifted from felonies to misdemeanors

SOURCE: Author calculations based on data from the BSCC–PPIC Multi-County Study (MCS). 

NOTE: These data represent bookings in the 12 MCS counties. 

SOURCE: Author calculations based on data from the BSCC–PPIC Multi-County Study (MCS). 

NOTE: These data represent bookings in the 12 MCS counties. 
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counties declined from 466,000 in the year prior to Prop 47 to 417,600 in the year after, a decline 
of 48,400, or about 10 percent. This change was largely driven by the decline in jail contact 
among those booked for Prop 47 offenses. In the year before Prop 47, 120,000 individuals were 
booked into jail for Prop 47 offenses; in the year after, this number declined to 77,300 (a decline 
of 35.6%). Importantly, the mean number of bookings per individual within a one-year period did 
not increase, meaning that those who have contact with the jail system after Prop 47, on average, 
are not likely to be booked more frequently compared to before Prop 47.23

The decrease in jail bookings and the number of individuals with jail contact under Prop 47 
reflect a shift from jail custody to alternative responses for Prop 47 offenses. For jail systems that 
suffer from overcrowding, reductions in bookings for Prop 47 offenses have relieved crowding 
and allowed for a decrease in capacity-based releases from jail for more serious offenders (Bird et 
al. 2016; Grattet et al. 2016). 

Recidivism 
Those in favor of Prop 47 argued the criminal justice system could achieve better recidivism out-
comes for lower-level drug and property offenders by reducing incarceration levels and increasing 
the use of treatment interventions, particularly for those with mental health and/or substance-use 
challenges. However, those opposed to Prop 47 raised concerns that less severe penalties could 
increase recidivism and reduce the ability of courts and 
prosecutors to induce individuals into treatment pro-
grams as an alternative to custody time. 

We find that Prop 47 led to lower rates of rearrest and 
reconviction among Prop 47 offenders, compared to 
similar individuals prior to the reform. Our analysis 
indicates that the measure reduced both arrests by law 
enforcement and convictions resulting from prosecutions 
by district attorneys. 

This analysis draws on data collected through the 
BSCC–PPIC Multi-County Study (MCS).24 While the 
MCS data provide rich demographic and criminal his-
tory information, we are not able to perfectly identify 
the population of Prop 47 offenders due to two data 
limitations. First, we are not able to exclude offenses for 
which the property value was greater than $950; and 
second, we are not able to distinguish shoplifting from 
other forms of second-degree burglary before Prop 47. 
Therefore, our pre- and post-reform offender groups 
include all individuals convicted of Prop 47 property 
offenses, regardless of the property value, and all 
second-degree burglaries. We provide more information 
about the Prop 47 offender groups used in this analysis 
in Technical Appendix B. 

GETTY IMAGES

Lower recidivism rates may reflect changes in reoffending or changes  
in the practices of criminal justice agencies after Prop 47. 

http://www.ppic.org/wp-content/uploads/0618mbr-appendix.pdf
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The pre-reform group includes individuals released from jail or prison custody, or sentenced to 
probation, between November 5, 2011 and October 31, 2012, allowing for a two-year recidi-
vism window before the passage of Prop 47.25 The post-reform group includes individuals 
released from jail or prison, or sentenced to probation, between November 5, 2014 and October 
31, 2015, followed for two years after release. We identified 44,985 individuals in the pre-reform 
group. From this group we selected a comparison group of 20,029 individuals who most closely 
resembled the 28,484 individuals in the post-reform group in their demographic and criminal 
history characteristics.26 After matching, the post-reform group is still slightly older and more 
likely to be male than the pre-reform group. The post-reform group also has slightly higher levels 
of past offending, suggesting a higher likelihood of reoffending. In order to draw conclusions 
about differences in recidivism rates before and after Prop 47, we use a regression model to adjust 
for these remaining differences in demographic and criminal history characteristics. 

We examine two measures commonly used in recidivism research—rearrest and reconviction 
rates. These measures are often used to capture changes in levels of reoffending in response to  
a policy change. However, these measures may also reflect changes in the practices of criminal 
justice agencies. For example, if a policy change led to a shift in policing strategies, such as 
reduced enforcement for drug possession offenses, we may observe changes in rearrest rates even 
if there is no change in the underlying behavior of former offenders. Available data do not allow 
for an analysis that separates the effect of Prop 47 on reoffending from the reform’s effect on the 
practices of criminal justice agencies.

Findings on Rearrest and Reconviction 
Rates 
Figure 10 presents estimates of the effects of Prop 47  
on the overall rearrest rate for any offense and the 
rearrest rate for what we categorize as Prop 47 offenses. 
After adjusting for demographic and criminal history 
characteristics, we find the post-reform group has an 
overall two-year rearrest rate of 70.8 percent, 1.8 
percentage points lower than the rearrest rate of the 
pre-reform group. 

The overall decline in rearrest rates is driven by a 
decline in the Prop 47 rearrest rate, and more specifi-
cally a decline in rearrests for Prop 47 drug offenses.27 
The post-reform rearrest rate for drug offenses is  
11.3 percentage points lower than the comparable 
pre-reform rearrest rate. However, there is no signifi-
cant difference between pre- and post-reform rearrest 
rates for property offenses. This finding suggests that 
reductions in enforcement for Prop 47 offenses likely 
play a role in lower rates of rearrest, as law enforcement 
has more flexibility in responding to drug offenses than 
property offenses. 

Figure 10. Two-year rearrest rates declined after 
Prop 47, driven by reductions in lower-level drug 
offenses
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Figure 11 presents estimates of the effects of Prop 47  
on reconviction rates. The overall two-year reconvic-
tion rate for individuals released after serving sentences 
for Prop 47 offenses is 46.0 percent, 3.1 percentage 
points lower than the reconviction rate of their pre-
reform counterparts. Reconviction rates for Prop 47 
offenses follow a similar pattern to overall rates, but 
show a more dramatic decline. The two-year recon-
viction rate for all Prop 47 offenses declines by 11.3 
percentage points, from 25.4 percent of individuals in 
the pre-reform group to 14.1 percent of individuals in 
the post-reform group. Unlike rearrest rates, in which 
we saw greater declines for drug offenses than for 
property offenses, reconvictions decline substantially 
for both Prop 47 property and drug offenses. The two-
year reconviction rate for Prop 47 property offenses is 
4.2 percentage points lower for the post-reform group, 
and the two-year reconviction rate for Prop 47 drug 
offenses is 7.9 percentage points lower. 

As was the case with rearrests, these lower reconvic-
tion rates may be associated with changes in underlying 
offender behavior, changes in criminal justice practices, 
or some combination of the two. Changes in criminal 
justice practices may include less street-level enforce-
ment by police and sheriff departments, and may extend to lower charging rates among district 
attorneys and/or less willingness to accept plea deals among public defenders. To gain insight into 
where changes in criminal justice practices may be occurring, we reexamine reconviction rates 
separately for individuals who have been rearrested. This approach allows us to isolate the change 
in reconvictions from the influence of changing rearrest rates. 

We find that overall two-year reconviction rates among those who were rearrested are 3.1 per-
centage points lower for the post-reform group. When we narrow our analysis to reconvictions  
for Prop 47 offenses, we find a sharp decrease of 15.0 percentage points in the two-year reconvic-
tion rate among those rearrested for any type of offense. These findings show that changes in 
reconviction rates are not driven solely by changes in rearrest rates, suggesting Prop 47 induced 
changes in criminal justice processes at both the law enforcement and prosecutorial levels. 
Although we find lower overall rates of rearrest and reconviction, it is not clear to what extent 
these outcomes are driven by changes in reoffending during the early years of Prop 47 implemen-
tation. Over time, and as state savings are reallocated to support increased access to treatment,  
we may observe further reductions in recidivism tied to improvements in the underlying behavior 
of former offenders. 

Figure 11. Two-year reconviction rates declined 
after Prop 47, for both lower-level property and 
drug offenses 
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Prop 47 Grant Programs 
Proponents of Prop 47 emphasized that funding would be better spent on community-based 
treatment programs and interventions to reduce recidivism rather than on incarceration. In 
particular, focusing on substance-use disorder and mental health needs could help lower-level 
offenders. With this goal in mind, Prop 47 requires that 65 percent of state savings go toward 
mental health and substance-use disorder treatment for those involved in the criminal justice 
system. The remainder goes to K–12 schools (25%) and victim services (10%).28

The first transfer of savings took place in 2016. Thus, programs using these funds are still quite 
new and unlikely to have already had an impact on recidivism. In addition, the total amount of 
Prop 47 savings is small relative to the billions of dollars spent on the criminal justice system. 
Nevertheless, the program provides an opportunity for local communities to develop and imple-
ment targeted programs, while supporting evaluation efforts to help identify successful strategies. 

This first transfer totaled more than $67 million (including a supplemental payment) and went to 
the three agencies tasked with distributing the grants (DOF 2016).29 Long-term savings associated 
with Prop 47 are estimated to be $69 million annually, according to the governor’s recent budget 
proposal (DOF 2018). As a point of reference, the Community Corrections Performance Incentive 
Grant program created in SB 678 includes $106.4 million in funding for 2018–19.30 It should be 
noted that Prop 47 did not require counties to report or redirect any local savings that may come 
from the change in sentencing.31

Overview of Treatment Programs
Below, we describe grant programs funded through the Board of State and Community  
Corrections. These projects are required to include some combination of mental health services, 
substance-use disorder treatment, and efforts to work with individuals before arrest or booking 
into jail.32 These programs are administrated by the BSCC, which gives priority to projects that 
also provide housing-related support and/or other community-based supportive services. Public 
agencies submit grant applications, and at least half of the funds must go to non-governmental 
community-based organizations. Proposals must also describe how the program relies on evi-
dence-based practices and if other jurisdictions are already using the program.33

The BSCC is using the Prop 47 funds to provide three-year grants, with an estimated $104 million 
available in funding from June 2017 to August 2020. The BSCC has funded 23 projects across  
17 counties (see Table C1 in the technical appendices for a complete list of projects).34 Fifteen 
large-scale projects (more than $1 million) received funding; for example, the Los Angeles City 
Attorney’s Office received $6 million to implement a health-focused drug intervention and 
pre-booking diversion program in south Los Angeles. Eight small-scale projects ($1 million or 
less) received funding. For instance, the Merced County Probation Department received about 
$960,700 to provide mental health and drug treatment for young men in the Los Banos region. 

Beyond the guiding principles emphasized in the grant requirements, the actual projects vary 
significantly—they serve different ages, provide different types of services, target different kinds 
of crimes, and intervene at different points in the criminal justice system. Most projects involve 

http://www.ppic.org/wp-content/uploads/0618mbr-appendix.pdf
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several organizations working together. For example, post-conviction programs provide coordi-
nation to make sure individuals comply with court orders while also helping them access housing, 
medical and mental health care, and drug treatment. 

In some cases, these programs are new to the public agency, while in other cases the funds allow 
for expansion of current programming. Because the funding amounts were capped by the BSCC 
and residential mental health and drug treatment can be 
expensive, the number of individuals served in a year is 
on the low end, with most programs serving fewer than 
100 individuals per year. However, the various programs 
could be useful test cases, and the number of individuals 
served can potentially be scaled up for programs found 
to be successful. Funding for expanded programs could 
come from yearly public safety realignment (AB 109) 
funding or SB 678 funding provided to counties, or from 
public agency general funds or savings realized from 
Prop 47.   

Finally, funding recipients have to spend at least 5 percent of their funding on data collection and 
evaluation of the program. At the end of the second year of the grant program, each public agency 
has to submit a report that examines program implementation and early outcomes. A final report 
is due upon completion of the three-year grant program. While these final reports will not be 
available to the public until late 2020, they could provide a chance to learn which strategies are 
most successful, given consistent reporting and analysis across projects. 

In light of the billions of dollars spent annually on the criminal justice system at the state and 
local levels in California, the total funding of Prop 47 programs is arguably small. However, the 
funded efforts give local public agencies the opportunity to expand or create new programming 
that they believe will help reduce recidivism in their communities. Local and state criminal jus-
tice practitioners and policymakers should pay close attention to the programs, implementation 
successes and challenges, and the final evaluation reports. If these programs are successful, other 
agencies could adopt these strategies to treat similar populations in their jurisdictions and across 
the state. 

Conclusion 
Proposition 47 continues to be the subject of much debate. The reform—which reduced penalties 
for certain lower-level drug and property offenses—has undoubtedly played a significant role in 
California’s recent efforts to prioritize the state’s prison and jail space for higher-level offenders. 
Prison and jail incarceration levels declined substantially under Prop 47. We also observe sudden 
drops in arrests and jail bookings.

The reduced reliance on incarceration raised concerns among some observers about Prop 47’s 
impact on public safety. We find no convincing evidence that violent crime increased as a result of 
Prop 47. Though there has been a recent uptick in violent crime, this trend appears to have started 

Funding from Prop 47 gives 
local agencies the opportunity 
to expand or create promising 
programs to reduce recidivism. 
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prior to the reform. Additional factors unrelated to criminal activity—a change by the FBI in 
2014 that expanded the definition of rape, and significant underreporting of violent crimes from 
2008 to 2014 by the LAPD—contributed to the observed increase. Excluding violent crime data 
from the LAPD shows that recent increases in violent crime rates in California were comparable 
to those of similar states.

Our analysis does find some evidence of Prop 47’s impact on property crime rates, which went up 
immediately after the law was implemented. This increase has been primarily driven by larceny 
thefts, particularly thefts from motor vehicles and shoplifting. We find the increase in the larceny 
theft rate in California to be nearly 9 percent higher than that of similar states. In 2016, reported 
shoplifting decreased notably, but we do not see signs of a reduction in thefts from motor vehicles. 
Considering the high costs of incarceration in California, this highlights the need for alternative 
crime-reducing strategies, consistent with our earlier research assessing the impact of realignment 
on crime (see Lofstrom and Raphael 2013).

The policy goals of Prop 47 are to reduce contact with the criminal justice system and to reduce 
recidivism for lower-level drug and property offenders. Our analysis, using detailed data from 
12 California counties, shows declines in jail bookings as well as rearrest and reconviction rates 
under Prop 47. We find the policy change reduced jail bookings for Prop 47 offenses by more than 
one-third. Prop 47 also lowered the number of people 
booked into jail by nearly 50,000 in these counties during 
the year following its passage. 

Lower rearrest rates for individuals released after serving 
sentences for Prop 47 offenses were driven by a reduction 
in rearrests for drug possession, while lower reconvic-
tion rates were driven by a drop in reconvictions for both 
Prop 47 property and drug offenses. We find evidence 
that Prop 47 reduced both arrests by law enforcement 
and convictions resulting from prosecutions by district 
attorneys. Reduced levels of correctional contact—which may allow for better continuity of 
employment and improved family and community stability—could be a factor in these lower 
recidivism rates. However, given the sudden and noticeable decline in arrests after the reform, we 
are not able to separate the effects of Prop 47 on individual reoffending behavior from its effects 
on the practices of criminal justice agencies.

Prop 47 aimed to reduce recidivism rates by shifting resources from incarceration to mental health 
and substance-use treatment for lower-level drug and property offenders. This redirection of state 
correctional savings to treatment interventions has only recently been allocated, and thus our 
recidivism analysis does not capture individuals released after the implementation of these pro-
grams. A complete assessment of the impacts of Prop 47 will need to account for how increased 
interventions may affect crime, criminal justice contact, and recidivism, as well as responses by 
law enforcement to the reform.

Substantial reductions in reoffending as a result of the treatment programs funded by Prop 47 
savings seem unlikely as this funding represents a very small share of corrections spending in 

Policymakers and practitioners 
must work together to counteract 
increases in property crimes and 
improve reentry outcomes. 
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California. However, the initiative offers opportunities for local agencies to create or expand 
promising programs. It also requires that these programs be objectively evaluated, in hopes of 
identifying and scaling up successful interventions. As local agencies and the state learn more 
about which programs are effective in reducing recidivism, Prop 47 could provide a path toward 
the use of more cost-effective, evidence-based strategies within the criminal justice system.  

One of several far-reaching corrections reforms, Prop 47 further decreased California’s reliance 
on incarceration: the state’s incarceration rate is now at levels not seen since the early 1990s. 
Importantly, crime rates remain historically low, comparable to those in the 1960s. While 
research so far has not revealed convincing evidence that violent crime has risen as a result of 
reforms, some property crimes have increased. And though Prop 47 reduced recidivism rates for 
lower-level drug and property offenses, it is not clear to what extent this is driven by reduced 
reoffending, as law enforcement and prosecutorial changes likely contributed to the declines. To 
counteract the increases in property crimes like shoplifting and thefts from motor vehicles—and 
to improve reentry outcomes of released offenders—policymakers and practitioners will need to 
work together to identify effective programs and policies that will reduce recidivism and maintain 
public safety. 



PPIC.ORG 23

NOTES
1 Prop 47 excludes individuals required to register as sex offenders and individuals who have 
been convicted of a specific set of violent offenses that carry a maximum sentence of life in 
prison or death.  

2 In 2014, the court ordered CDCR to implement a number of population-reduction measures, 
which also helped lower incarceration rates. 

3 Arguments in favor of Proposition 47 from the California Secretary of State “Voter Informa-
tion Guide” (2014). These were attributed to the following proponents: George Gascon, San 
Francisco district attorney; William Lansdowne, former police chief of San Diego, San Jose, 
and Richmond; and Dionne Wilson, victim’s advocate, Crime Survivors for Safety and Justice. 
Also see Males and Buchen (2014) and Teji and Graves (2014) for further discussion of the 
goals and expected impacts of Prop 47. 

4 Arguments against Proposition 47 from the California Secretary of State “Voter Information 
Guide” (2014). These were attributed to the following opponents: Christopher W. Boyd, 
president, California Police Chiefs Association; Harriet Salarno, president, Crime Victims 
United; and Gilbert G. Otero, president, California District Attorneys Association.  

5 These measures included increased credit earning and early parole for certain non-violent 
inmates.

6 Data collected from the Jail Profile Survey conducted by the Board of State and Community 
Corrections.  

7 The California Department of Justice typically releases crime data for any given year in 
August the following year. Thus, 2016 is the most up-to-date statewide crime data available.

8 Although crime rates are difficult to predict, factors that notably drive trends include 
economic conditions, the dynamics of illegal drug markets, law enforcement personnel and 
policing strategies, changes in sentencing laws and incarceration, and demographic shifts (in, 
for example, age and race/ethnicity). The influence of these factors on crime trends varies with 
the type of crime and across different geographies.

9 Aggravated assaults are the largest contributor to the violent crime rate, accounting for about  
60 percent of all violent crimes.

10 Even though we find no convincing evidence that Prop 47 affected auto thefts, our prior 
research shows that public safety realignment, implemented in 2011, led to a rise in auto thefts 
but did not affect burglary or larceny theft rates (Lofstrom and Raphael 2013; Lofstrom and 
Martin 2015).

11 For two examples of news articles, see Debbaudt (2016) and Moriarty (2018). 

12 We used the same approach, known as a synthetic control method, when assessing whether 
realignment had an impact on crime rates (Lofstrom and Raphael 2013; Lofstrom and Martin 
2015), and it has also been used by Bartos and Kubrin (forthcoming). Note that given the 
previous significant criminal justice reforms implemented in California since 2011 (most 
importantly realignment in 2011, but also Proposition 36 in 2012, as well as earlier reforms 
such as determinate sentencing in 1976 and the three-strikes law in 1994), we use the period 
from 2000 to 2010 to identify suitable comparison states. Bartos and Kubrin (forthcoming) 
identify comparison states by using the period from 1970 to 2014.
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13 To test whether the differences between California and the matched comparison states are 
statistically significant, we rerun the matching process for all other states, generating a set 
of matched states for each, and then compare the observed post-reform year differences to 
the pre-reform year differences. A ranking of the magnitude of the estimated changes tells 
us whether California’s changes stand out and provides the basis for statistical significance. 
California’s post-reform change would be statistically significant at the commonly used 5 per-
cent significance level if it ranked first or second. At a 10 percent significance level, the change 
would need to be ranked fifth or higher.

14 Specifically, the increase in larceny theft is significant at the 10 percent significance level.  
See Technical Appendix A for more details on this analysis. 

15 To assess whether Prop 47 led to changes in crime rates, we estimate and compare qua-
dratic crime rate trends separately for the 24-month period before the reform passed and the 
27-month period after passage. 

16 We hope to obtain monthly county-level data that will allow us to examine in future research 
whether this population had any impacts on public safety.

17 There is some evidence of an increase in robberies as a result of fewer arrests but the finding  
is sensitive to the model specification.

18 Specifically, the estimates are sensitive to whether the models are weighted by population  
and by the time periods used to calculate the changes in crime and jail incarceration rates. See  
Technical Appendix A for more details. 

19 As described on its website, the BSCC is the independent state agency that “provides leader-
ship to the adults and juvenile criminal justice systems, expertise on public safety realignment 
issues, a data and information clearinghouse, and technical assistance on a wide range of com-
munity corrections issues.”

20 The MCS includes the following partner counties: Alameda, Contra Costa, Fresno, 
Humboldt, Kern, Los Angeles, Orange, Sacramento, San Bernardino, San Francisco, Shasta, 
and Stanislaus. Technical Appendix B provides more information on the MCS data and the 
study counties.

21 The analysis of changes in bookings over time categorizes bookings as “Prop 47 bookings” 
when the most serious charge at booking is a potentially Prop 47–eligible offense based on the 
penal code. At the time of booking, we do not distinguish between offenders who would be 
eligible, should charges be filed, under Prop 47 based on the dollar value of the item (in the case 
of property offenses) or criminal history. The focus of the analysis is on the change in bookings 
over time under Prop 47. Technical Appendix B provides more details on the construction of 
Prop 47 booking offenses. See Hunter et al. (2017) for additional discussion on the challenges 
associated with identifying the Prop 47 offender population.  

22 Prop 47 excluded individuals who had certain prior violent or sexual offenses from 
eligibility. It also imposed other eligibility restrictions. In addition, prior to Prop 47, we are 
not able to distinguish shoplifting from other second-degree burglaries; we retain all second-
degree burglaries in both periods to ensure we do not bias our estimates of change over time in 
key outcomes. These issues are discussed in further detail in Technical Appendix B. 

23 Overall, the mean number of bookings per individual in a one-year period was 1.68 before 
Prop 47 and 1.69 after Prop 47. Among those booked into jail for Prop 47 offenses at some 
point during the period, the mean number of bookings per individual declined from 1.44 to 
1.35 in a one-year period. 

24 See Technical Appendix B for more information on the MCS. 

http://www.ppic.org/wp-content/uploads/0618mbr-appendix.pdf
http://www.ppic.org/wp-content/uploads/0618mbr-appendix.pdf
http://www.ppic.org/wp-content/uploads/0618mbr-appendix.pdf
http://www.ppic.org/wp-content/uploads/0618mbr-appendix.pdf
http://www.ppic.org/wp-content/uploads/0618mbr-appendix.pdf
http://www.ppic.org/wp-content/uploads/0618mbr-appendix.pdf
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25 It is important to note that this group was released from custody during the first and second 
year of the implementation of public safety realignment. Therefore, recidivism rates for this 
group may reflect the effects of realignment and may not be reflective of recidivism rates for 
similar offenders prior to realignment.

26 We use a propensity score matching strategy to select individuals released pre-reform who 
had similar characteristics to the post-reform group. This strategy is explained in more detail 
in Technical Appendix B. Table B2 shows demographic and criminal history characteristics for 
all groups. 

27 Rearrest data include all arrests statewide that are reported to the California Department of 
Justice. It is possible that some arrests are not reported and that, more importantly, the number  
of unreported arrests may have changed over this time period. To the extent that law enforce-
ment has increased the use of citations in the field and to the extent that those types of arrests 
are less likely to be reported, part of the reduction in rearrests under Prop 47 could be 
explained by a reduction in the reporting of arrests. 

28 The California Department of Finance (DOF) determines the state savings from Prop 47 
and deducts state costs related to the measure for each fiscal year in comparison to the fiscal 
year 2013–14, before the law went into effect. State savings come from a reduction in inmates 
in the state prison system, reductions in patients within the Department of State Hospitals, 
and reductions in criminal caseloads within the court system. Near-term costs of the measure 
occur from an increase in the state parole population and an increase in the state court work-
load that came from the resentencing and reclassification that was possible after the measure 
went into effect.

29 The LAO’s February 2016 report gives a closer look at the initial estimates of state savings 
from the measure. After the DOF projected lower savings than was originally estimated, pro-
ponents of the measure pushed the legislature and governor to agree to a supplemental payment 
in the first year. For fiscal year 2017–18, nearly $46 million in savings were transferred (DOF 
2017), with the state estimating that an additional $64 million in savings will be transferred 
for fiscal year 2018–19.

30 SB 678 (signed into law in 2009) created incentives for counties to keep felony probationers 
from being sent to state prison for failing the terms of their community supervision. 

31 Several counties have started to calculate and report savings (and costs) realized from the 
measure, including Los Angeles and Riverside.    

32 For more information on the other grant programs, see Technical Appendix C. Proposition 
47 and AB 1056 (signed into law in 2015) lay out the statutory requirements and authority of 
the BSCC to operate the grant program.

33 The BSCC provides more detailed information about the Prop 47 funding program, includ-
ing the requirements of the request for proposals and grant recipients, on its website (“Proposi-
tion 47 and the BSCC”).  

34 Fifty-three public agencies submitted proposals, including superior courts; school districts; 
district and city attorneys; health and human services; and police, probation, sheriff, and 
county education offices. In addition to the 23 projects that received funding, 10 large-scale 
projects met the scoring thresholds but no more funding was available. Twenty-five propos-
als (13 small-scale and 12 large-scale) did not meet the scoring thresholds established by the 
BSCC. If during the three-year period funding increases beyond the BSCC estimate, the BSCC 
will use the ranked list of projects to fund additional projects.

http://www.ppic.org/wp-content/uploads/0618mbr-appendix.pdf
http://www.ppic.org/wp-content/uploads/0618mbr-appendix.pdf
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