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A Portrait of Los Angeles County,
County the report by the SSRC’s Measure of America program, provides an overview of well-being and equity across Los
Angeles County. In particular, the project uses the American Human Development (HD) Index to score and map how LA County communities are
faring across “a range of critical issues, including health, education, living standards, environmental justice, housing, homelessness, violence, and
inequality.” As a measure of how “ordinary people are doing,” the report aims to serve advocates and policymakers working to “increase well-being
for all county residents and narrow the gaps between groups.”
However, key measures of well-being and equity in Los Angeles County that are not included in the report are those related to policing and incarceration. Since the 1960s, mass incarceration has emerged as a common feature of urban life and has functioned as an impediment to racial equity
across the United States. As legal scholar Michelle Alexander describes it, mass incarceration is the “New Jim Crow,” the institutional basis for a new
caste system that disproportionately impacts Blacks, Latinx, and impoverished urban communities.1
This is especially true in Los Angeles County, which operates the largest jail system in the United States. On any given night, more than 17,000
people are arrested and caged across the region’s jails, detention centers, and one penal farm.
The size of the Los Angeles County Jail system is sustained by signiﬁcant public investments. In fact, public safety, namely policing and incarceration,
is the single-largest net expense for both the City and County of Los Angeles. Los Angeles County allocates 42 percent of its net spending to public
protection.2 Similarly, the City of Los Angeles commits 56 percent of the City budget to public safety.3 Together, the City and the County spend nearly
$5.5 billion annually on public safety. In other words, local authorities have made policing and incarceration their top priorities for public investment,
making the inequities of the New Jim Crow central to any measure of life and well-being in Los Angeles and key to any effort to “narrow the gaps
between groups” across the region.
Exposing Caged LA
Based at UCLA, the Million Dollar Hoods research team monitors policing and incarceration trends across Los Angeles County. In particular, we use
local police and jail data to map how much is spent per neighborhood on incarcerating residents in the local jail system. We have found that in many
neighborhoods more than $1 million annually is committed to locking up residents. We call these neighborhoods Million Dollar Hoods.
Aligning Million Dollar Hood maps with the Portrait’s ﬁve community types makes clear that incarceration is a familiar theme of life in “Struggling
LA” and “Precarious LA,” the two parts of LA County with the lowest HD index—3.00-4.99 and below 3.00, respectively.4 Indeed, the communities
where high school graduation rates are low and unemployment rates are high are the same communities where residents disproportionately experience conﬁnement in the local jail system, as well as the subsequent collateral consequences of incarceration. In many ways, Struggling LA and
Precarious LA is also “Caged LA.”
Since 2012, residents of Caged LA have collectively spent at least 2984 years in jail with 2.3 days marking the median period of individual conﬁnement. For many, jail time means extreme emotional stress, family strain, health challenges, and a loss in wages. Had the Portrait incorporated data on
incarceration in LA County, it could have highlighted how incarceration exacerbates the crises faced by residents of Precarious and Struggling LA.
Therefore, it should come as no surprise that the areas in LA with the lowest HD index scores, and highest unemployment and youth disconnection
rates–young people ages 16-26 who are neither working nor in school–are part of Caged LA. In fact, the two populations (Black and Latinx) who
are disproportionately impacted by incarceration in LA County have the least median personal earnings, with Latinx residents earning the least
($22,600).5 Mass incarceration depresses community life, reduces earning power, and impairs access to opportunities.
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The Price of Freedom in Los Angeles County
Residents of Caged LA have also disproportionately experienced the collateral expenses that so often accompany incarceration, even when conﬁned
for just a few days. For example, our research shows that local residents arrested between 2012 and 2016 by the Los Angeles Police Department
(LAPD) were levied an estimated $19.4 billion in money bail. Of this, an estimated $193.8 million in nonrefundable bail bond deposits were paid to
bail bond agents by arrested persons or their loved ones. These payments were not evenly distributed across the County in Caged LA. In fact,
residents of Los Angeles County Supervisor Districts 2 and 3 paid the most in money bail. They also, collectively, spend the most time in jail. In turn,
policing and incarceration make residents in Districts 2 and 3 even more vulnerable to debt, poverty, ill health, and reduced educational opportunities.
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TOTAL JAIL DAYS IN LAPD DETENTION AND COST OF ENFORCEMENT BY SUPERVISOR DISTRICT
(2012 - 2016)
Supervisor District
Total Jail Days
Cost of Enforcement

District 1

District 2

District 3

District 4

105,615

321,630

239,344

58,636

$21,133,276.15

$64,972,476.30

$48,349,881.30

$11,845,058.36

District 5
48,097
$9,716,074.97

One of LA’s most precarious populations, the houseless (also referred to as homeless), experiences stunningly high arrest rates. As our research
with LAPD jail data makes clear, the arrest rate for houseless persons in Los Angeles is more than 10 times that of the housed city population.

Arrest Rate (per 100 population)

Arrest data does not reveal what drives arrest rates, but the most common charge against houseless persons arrested by the LAPD is a nonviolent
offense. Failure to Appear (before a court) followed by drug possession, parole/probation violation, petty theft, and trespassing account for the
majority of charges against houseless people arrested by the LAPD.
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Racial disparities in LAPD arrests are also apparent across Los Angeles County Supervisor Districts. In particular, African Americans comprise
just 8 percent of the County population but roughly 30 percent of LAPD arrests. .
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Conclusion
In sum, with public safety comprising the leading sector of public investment in Los Angeles and mass incarceration constituting a systematic
barrier to racial equity, incarceration trends are a critical measure of equity and well being in Los Angeles. The story told by mapping local jail
data is clear: the inequities of incarceration exacerbate racial disparities and economic struggles in Struggling LA and Precarious LA. This story
extends beyond LA County and illuminates the crisis caused by mass incarceration throughout the United States. Decades of scholarship have
powerfully explained the disparate impact of mass incarceration on racialized communities and individuals, namely Black and Latinx. Just as
confronting the rise of mass incarceration and its deep injustices cannot be addressed by separating race and gender from the structural social
conditions of communities, our country’s health, education, and income inequities cannot be solved in isolation from incarceration. As long as
these trends persist, alongside punitive policies and practices directed against racialized communities and individuals, the United States will
continue to be home to the largest penal system in the world.
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Methodology. On March 10, 2017, the LAPD fulﬁlled Public Records Act requests submitted by Professor Kelly Lytle Hernandez on March 8, 2016 and September 7, 2016. The data provided included more than twenty
categories of information for all arrests and bookings made by the LAPD between January 1, 2012 and December 31, 2016. For this report, we utilized the following categories of information: Race, Sex (gender), Total_Bail
(the sum of all bail set), Rel_Reas (release disposition), and Home_Res (home address), and Jail Days. To calculate total money bail set, we calculated the sum of all numeric values included in the “Total_Bail” category. In
determining “houseless” we coded all home addresses in which the word “transient” was present. To calculate how much was paid to bail bond agents, we estimated that for persons released on “BOND” 10% of their total
money bail charge was paid to a bail bond agent. To estimate the cost of enforcement we used an average LAPD bed rate multiplied by the number of jail days. To determine arrests by neighborhood, we geo-coded and
cross-referenced the home addresses provided in the “Home_Res” category with Los Angeles County Supervisor District boundaries and neighborhoods.

