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Introduction 

Criminal law has sought to reduce crime by creating laws, rehabilitating, or by 

imprisoning criminals. However, a study by James M. Anderson, John M. MacDonald, Ricky 

Bluthenthal and J. Scott Ashwood suggests that maybe law makers should consider land use 

zoning to help reduce crime based on the results of their empirical study of Los Angeles 

neighborhoods. Their study found that mixed use zoning has lower reported crime rates than 

areas zoned for commercial uses only. They also found that exclusively residential blocks exhibit 

lower reported crime than blocks zoned for commercial or mixed use (Anderson, MacDonald, 

Buthenthal & Ashwood, 2013). Their published article did not include maps and only relied on 

graphs and data tables. However, I believe that GIS could be an appropriate tool to study 

relationship between zoning and crime.  

For the project I decided to examine an unincorporated area of Los Angeles County that 

is misleadingly called West Carson although it is not part of the incorporated city of Carson. We 

will examine the relation between zoning and crime to see if zoning law could possibly be used 

to reduce crime in the unincorporated area of our study. 

Data 

I used Los Angeles County polygons in shapefile, Los Angeles County unincorporated 

zoning polygons in shapefile, road data in shapefile and recorded crime data for 2015 obtained in 

.CSV format. However, actual land use might differ than the zoning classification and the crime 

data only includes reported crime that could lead to misinterpreting our analysis. I obtained all of 

the data from Los Angeles County’s GIS website (LACGIS, 2016). The only data that was 

adjusted were the road layer and crime data. I used the clipping features to cut off streets outside 

the unincorporated area to create a new layer. The crime data had X and Y coordinates, which I 
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used for mapping onto our layers. However, before I added them to our layers I used Excel’s 

filter feature to remove crime data that was outside incorporated study area. I also adjusted the 

crime data to only include aggravated assaults, non-aggravated assaults, robbery, burglary, grand 

auto theft and larceny theft of automobiles. I decided to examine these types of crimes because 

these were the crime examined in the article. According to the article these types of offences are 

most likely to occur in public view and to be influenced by characteristics of the built 

environment (Anderson et al., 2013). 

Analysis 

The empical study of Los Angeles neighborhood performed by Anderson and his 

colleagues found that mixed use zoning have lower reported crime rates than areas zoned for 

commercial uses only and that exclusively residential blocks exhibit lower reported crime than 

blocks zoned for commercial or mixed use (Anderson et al., 2013). In addition, in their article 

they also reference additional studies that I thought would be helpful for our project. For 

examples one study proposed that low-crime neighborhoods contained fewer major streets 

(Greenberg & Rohe, 1984). Another study found that parks were positively associated with the 

collective efficacy of neighborhoods (Cohen, Inagami, & Finch, 2008).  

I created new layers for identifying commercial, manufacturing, and mixed use from our 

zoning layer. I also activated the zoning labels to help identify residential zoning areas, which 

start with the letter R. I also added a layer to identify parks within our study area and I found that 

no parks existed. I then added buffers (300 feet) to commercial zones; manufacturing zones; 

mixed use zones; and some major streets. I then split the study area into five maps for easier 

observations and analysis starting with the northern part of the study and worked our way down. 

I also added crime count feature by choosing “show feature count” in the legend properties.
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Within 

Buffers

Aggravated Assault 3 60%

Non-aggravated Assault 6 75%

Robbery 7 100%

Burglary 19 95%

Grand Theft Auto 29 83%

Larceny Theft Auto 11 52%

Total 75 78%

Figure 1 

 

 

Figure 1 show that seventy-eight percent of the 

crimes occurred near major streets, manufacturing, 

commercial and mixed use areas. I also noted that there are 

very little areas zoned as mixed use. 
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Within 

Buffers

Aggravated Assault 7 100%

Non-aggravated Assault 22 81%

Robbery 15 100%

Burglary 25 68%

Grand Theft Auto 41 91%

Larceny Theft Auto 15 65%

Total 125 81%

Figure 2  

 

 

Figure 2 show that eighty-one percent of crimes 

occurred near major streets, manufacturing, commercial 

and mixed use areas. Figure 2 has a much larger mixed use 

zoned area. Fifty-seven percent of aggravated assault 

occurred within mix use zoned area buffers.  
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Within 

Buffers

Aggravated Assault 9 82%

Non-aggravated Assault 21 91%

Robbery 6 100%

Burglary 44 79%

Grand Theft Auto 23 100%

Larceny Theft Auto 23 88%

Total 126 87%

Figure 3 

 

 

Figure 3 show eighty-seven percent of the crimes 

occurred near major streets, manufacturing, commercial 

and mixed use areas. 
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Within 

Buffers

Aggravated Assault 1 100%

Non-aggravated Assault 6 75%

Robbery 7 88%

Burglary 34 74%

Grand Theft Auto 25 83%

Larceny Theft Auto 37 82%

Total 110 80%

Figure 4 

 

 

 

Figure 4 show that eighty percent of the crimes 

occurred near major streets, manufacturing, commercial 

and mixed use areas. Figure 4 has large mixed use zoned 

area and seventeen percent of crime within buffers occurred 

within 300ft of mix use areas. 
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Within 

Buffers

Aggravated Assault 6 100%

Non-aggravated Assault 8 73%

Robbery 8 100%

Burglary 36 86%

Grand Theft Auto 23 79%

Larceny Theft Auto 34 89%

Total 115 86%

Figure 5 

 

 

 

Figure 5 show that eighty-six percent of the crime 

occurred near major streets, manufacturing, commercial 

and mixed used areas.  
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Limitations 

 

Each map showed that crime occurs more frequently near major streets, manufacturing, 

commercial and mixed used areas. The table above shows that seventeen percent of crime 

occurred within mix use buffers. However, I’m unable to determine if crime rates are lower 

within mix use buffers compared to commercial zones as suggested by the article. A better 

approach to see if mix use zones reduce crime is to identify an area that had a zone change from 

commercial to mix use and do an analysis of crime before and after the zone change.  

 If I didn’t have time constrains I would have expanded the study area to see if conditions 

were similar in other cities. However, expanding the study area also has limitations. For 

example, the city of Torrance located next to our study area has a lot of parks so it would have 

interesting to see if crime is lower near parks. However, early in the project I tried to find zoning 

shapefiles for Torrance city but could not find any. Also, actual land use might differ than the 

zoning classification in our data. Furthermore, the crime data I obtained may only include 

reported crime instead all actual crime that could lead to misleading results. 

Conclusion 

The project appears show that residential blocks does exhibit lower reported crime, 

especially the center of the residential area, than blocks zoned for commercial, manufacturing, or 

mixed use. The empirical study on Los Angeles neighborhoods found that mixed use zoning has 

Total 

Count

Within Mix 

Use Buffers

Aggravated Assault 23 5 22%

Non-aggravated Assault 51 11 20%

Robbery 26 11 42%

Burglary 151 20 13%

Grand Theft Auto 94 16 16%

Larceny Theft Auto 110 13 11%

Total 455 76 17%
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lower reported crime rates than areas zoned for commercial uses only. However, our project did 

not easily identify if mixed use zoning areas does indeed have lower reported crime than areas 

zoned for commercial uses only.  Our study did appear to show that crime does occur frequently 

near major roads. Although, I was not able to show that mixed use zones have lower reported 

crime than areas zoned as commercial, I believe further analysis would be beneficial since I 

noted that the unincorporated area I studied had very little mixed use areas compared to 

manufacturing and commercial.  In addition, I also identified that there was no parks within our 

study area, which might be beneficial to reduce crime.  
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