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Retail Theft Crackdown Will Increase Mass Incarceration,
Worsen Racial Disparities, and Harm Youth in Los Angeles

A Vera analysis of nearly 14,000 jail bookings across the City of Los Angeles from 2020 to 2023
found that proposals to increase penalties for retail theft, such as the upcoming Proposition 36, will
disproportionately harm Black people in Los Angeles, driving up mass incarceration and increasing
racial disparities in the criminal legal system.1 The data shows that these penalties will also
disproportionately harm children and young adults.

The majority of people booked for retail theft in Los Angeles are Black and Latinx
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Black people in particular are dramatically overrepresented among people booked on retail theft charges.
Increasing incarceration penalties for retail theft crimes will send more Black and Latinx people to prison
and jail (and for longer periods of time), without addressing the root causes of retail theft.

Black people in Los Angeles are much more likely to be booked on shoplifting
charges than white people
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Black people in Los Angeles are much more likely to be arrested for shoplifting (which California defines as
theft under $950) than their white neighbors, despite national research showing that the lifetime prevalence
of shoplifting is higher among white people than Black people.2 Increased incarceration for shoplifting will
disproportionately harm Black people and communities.

Vera works to end mass incarceration, protect immigrants’ rights, ensure dignity for people behind bars, and build safe, thriving communities. For more
information, visit vera.org. For more information about this fact sheet, contact Jacob Denney, associate director of research, at jdenney@vera.org.
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Children and young adults are most likely to be booked for organized retail theft in
Los Angeles
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Children and young adults between the ages of 14 and 24 make up just 13 percent of California’s
population, but make up close to half of people in Los Angeles booked in jails on organized retail theft
charges, which carry harsher sentences than shoplifting and generally constitutes theft involving more than
one person with intent to sell the stolen goods.3 Within that age group, 81 percent of those arrested were
Black despite making up less than roughly 8 percent of the city’s young people, meaning that Black children
and transition-age youth will be disproportionately harmed by crackdowns on organized retail theft.4 This
finding is consistent with studies showing that Black people are more likely to be charged with upgraded
charges of organized retail theft.> The evidence is clear that attempts to punish so-called “professional theft
rings” will harm young people of color, with harsh penalties likely to derail their lives. The legislature has
already recently imposed harsher penalties for organized retail theft, and Prop 36 would only add more
ineffective punishment on top.¢

Los Angeles needs solutions that work, not mass incarceration

By imposing harsher penalties for theft, Prop 36 would send many more people to prison and jail for longer,
marking a return to mass incarceration in California that will cost billions in public dollars and do nothing to
address the root causes of retail theft.” It would also drain hundred of millions of dollars from community-
based programs that hold people accountable by helping them change their behavior.8 This new data shows
in addition how California’s communities of color and young people will bear the brunt of this wave of costly,
ineffective punishment.

Instead, we know what can reduce retail theft: support solutions that address why people shoplift, promote
accountability for those who profit most from organized retail theft operations, and regulate online
marketplaces to prevent the sale of stolen goods.®

Notes
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Angeles is publicly available at https://data.lacity.org/Public-Safety/Arrest-Data-from-2020-to-Present/amvf-fr72/about data.
Arrest data for the remaining counties in this analysis is available by request at https://jaildatainitiative.org. Unless otherwise
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https://data.census.gov/table/DECENNIALPL2020.P1?g=160XX00US0644000.
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