Are Liquor Stores Magnets for Crime?

The general public and media tend to believe that the presence and density of liquor
sales outlets increases crime in those areas. So are liquor stores magnets for crime?
Or do high crime areas lend themselves to the presence of liquor stores?

Reference 1 states

However, while numerous studies find a correlation between alcohol
outlet density and crime, to my knowledge, no study has shown a
causal relationship between alcohol outlets and crime. Hence,
although there is strong evidence that alcohol outlet density is related
to crime, it remains inconclusive as to whether alcohol outlets
themselves cause crime, result in a displacement of crime from
surrounding areas, or whether they simply tend to be located in areas
that inherently have higher crime rates.

Figure 1 shows the location of all liquor stores in the city of Long Beach, California
shown as the small red dots. The liquor stores are concentrated in the downtown area,
the Belmont Shore area, and north Long Beach. The ring around each liquor store red
dot is color coded to show the incidence of simple assaults within a 0.25 mile radius of
the liquor store. A yellow circle indicates relatively low levels of simple assault near a
liquor store, the orange circle indicates moderate levels of simple assault, and finally the
red circles indicate high levels of simple assault within 0.25 miles of a liquor store.

A majority of the circles within the city are coded yellow to indicate low rates of simple
assaults near the liquor store. However in the downtown area of Long beach, most of
the circles are red — indicating high levels of simple assaults within 0.25 miles of a liquor
store. And in north Long beach it's a mixed bag — a mix of yellow, orange, and red
circles indicating low, moderate, and high rates of simple assaults near liquor stores.
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Figure 1. Location of Liquor Stores in Long Beach, California

So does the presence of a liquor store mean increased crime in a neighborhood? The
answer is that it depends. There are many liquor stores in the city of Long Beach that
show low rates of simple assault nearby while other liquor stores show high rates of
simple assault nearby. Certainly there are other demographics and behaviors at play in
answering the proposed question.

Figure 2 shows the poverty level in the city of Long Beach by census tract A visual (not
rigorous mathematical) comparison of the percent poverty level shown in Figure 2 with
the simple assault rate seems to show a “correlation”. Higher simple assault rates near
liquor stores seem to occur in the areas of the city with the highest poverty rates.
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Figure 2. P(‘)'\”/erty‘R'até'in Long Beach, California By Census Tract

The general public would now argue that the density of liquor outlets in some of these
troublesome areas should be closed. But which ones do you close? The low-hanging
fruit would be the liquor outlets that have had the greatest number of police calls and
violent crime associated with them. But is the liquor outlet itself the cause of the crime
or it just happens to be in a bad neighborhood. And are you going to go to the owners
of these liquor stores and tell them we’re closing you down because you’re in a bad
neighborhood?

What do you think? Tell me your ideas and I'll add them on to subsequent posts.
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