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This paper aims to examine the how the first and second waves of the COVID-19 pandemic in Victoria, 
associated behaviour changes and public health restrictions impacted on crime. It examines whether there 
were changes in the volume, nature or location of offending recorded by police in line with the introduction, 
easing and then reintroduction of restrictions seen between March and September 2020. It also provides 
an overview of offences recorded for breaching restrictions introduced to contain the spread of COVID-19. 
There was a decrease in the number of offences recorded between July and September 2020 compared 
with the same period in 2019, which aligns with the most severe physical distancing restrictions. In line 
with previous research, the largest decrease was in the number of property and deception offences 
recorded. There were small increases in the number of drug and justice procedures offences recorded. 
Since March, 32,713 offences have been recorded by police for breaches of COVID-19 Chief Health Officer 
Directions. There were also significantly higher numbers of family violence incidents for people in current 
partner relationships in June and August compared with forecasts.  
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1. Introduction  

The COVID-19 pandemic has had significant impacts on daily life in Victoria and globally. For Victorians, life during 
the pandemic has involved working from home wherever possible, remote learning for students, temporary closures 
of some businesses and activities deemed non-essential, and new hygiene sanitation practices, including the 
introduction of mask-wearing in public. Emerging research from around the world has consistently identified that the 
restrictions and behavioural changes associated with the pandemic have had impacts on crime rates, but that these 
impacts vary according to crime type and geographic area (Stickle and Felson, 2020). This paper provides an update 
of previous Crime Statistics Agency (CSA) analysis of crime trends in Victoria during COVID-19 (see Rmandic, Walker, 
Bright & Millsteed, 2020), using data to the end of September.  
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1.1 Crime trends during the COVID-19 pandemic 

It was anticipated that COVID-19 related disruptions to regular work and social activities, business operations and 
travel would have flow-on effects on crime. Indeed, research that emerged throughout the early stages of the 
pandemic has confirmed this to be the case. Overall, this research has found that overall recorded crime levels have 
generally been lower during pandemic-related lockdowns both in Australian jurisdictions and overseas. However, the 
direction and nature of COVID-19 related impacts on crime tend to differ according to the type of crime being 
analysed. In particular, property and public order offences appear to have decreased during COVID-19 related 
lockdowns, as have non-domestic assaults. However, increases in drug offences have been found across a number 
of studies.  

In Victoria, CSA analysis released in September identified that during the first round of restrictions, some types of 
crime decreased between April and June when compared with the same period in 2019 (Rmandic, Walker, Bright & 
Millsteed, 2020). Overall, property and deception offences decreased 12% between 1 April and 30 June 2020 
compared with the same period in 2019, driven by decreases in steal from a retail store (down 28%), residential non-
aggravated burglary (down 27%) and steal from a motor vehicle (down 13%). Over the same period there was a 36% 
increase in the number of drug offences recorded, driven by increases in cultivation and manufacture of drugs, and 
in possession of cannabis and methamphetamine. A 9% increase in justice procedures offences was observed, with 
a 17% increase in breaches of family violence orders.  

Similar restrictions to those in Victoria were in place in New South Wales throughout April and criminal offences 
were introduced for people who left their homes without a reasonable excuse. The New South Wales Bureau of 
Crime Statistics and Research compared the number of criminal incidents observed over six weeks from 15 March to 
26 April 2020 with forecasted numbers based on historical data (Kim and Leung, 2020). They identified that property 
and theft related offences were lower than would have been expected based on historical data, with retail theft down 
55%, vehicle theft down 24%, stealing from a vehicle down 24%, residential break-ins down 29% and non-residential 
break-ins down 25%. Decreases in non-domestic assaults, sexual offences and robberies were also found. Drug 
possession and dealing remained stable overall, however the types of drugs involved in possession offences 
changed: possession of amphetamines increased by 30%, and cocaine and ecstasy declined by 40% and 76% 
respectively.  

Research from Queensland identified that in general, crime decreased significantly with the introduction of 
restrictions, and increased again as restrictions were eased (Anderson and Hodgkinson, 2020). However, significant 
variation was observed across both crime types and geographic areas. Property and public order offences decreased 
during lockdown, but like in Victoria, this study identified that in the majority of areas drug offences increased during 
lockdown, with the authors speculating that this may be related to increased self-medicating by alleged offenders in 
response to pandemic-related uncertainty. 

Internationally, England and Wales saw overall decreases in crime during restriction periods throughout April and 
May, primarily driven by declines in property crime, including theft, criminal damage and arson. Again, however, drug 
offences increased and were up 22% in April and 44% in May 2020 compared with the same months in 2019 (Office 
for National Statistics, 2020). A US study that examined forecast and actual crime in 16 cities during the pandemic 
identified that there were decreases in some crime types, but that effects differed by geographic location (Ashby, 
2020). To May 2020, there were decreases in residential burglaries and thefts of motor vehicles in some cities. No 
significant changes were identified in public or residential serious assaults, or in non-residential burglaries, while 
patterns in thefts of motor vehicles varied by location. It should be noted, however, that the US may not be 
comparable to Australian jurisdictions given their very different levels of COVID-19 related restrictions, and the 
overlay of other potential contributing factors such as rallies and civil unrest.  
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1.2 Family violence during COVID-19 

There has been concern globally that incidents of family and domestic violence have intensified amidst restrictions 
implemented to help stop the spread of the novel COVID-19 virus. The United Nations has referred to family violence 
during the restrictions as the Shadow Pandemic, and have highlighted increased demand placed on health services, 
domestic violence shelters and helplines as evidence of its presence in affected areas1. Research from Australia has 
been mixed regarding rates of family and domestic violence during the pandemic. Early analysis of New South Wales 
(NSW) crime data, volumes of police call-outs and calls to the NSW Domestic Violence Line (which provides 24-hour 
assistance for victims) did not find any evidence of increases in domestic violence during March and April (Freeman, 
2020). In Victoria, studies have found an increase in the prevalence and intensity of family violence during the 
restrictions. In their paper investigating Victorian family violence practitioner views during the pandemic, Fitz-Gibbon 
and True (2020) found that many practitioners reported an increase in the frequency and severity of violence against 
women, alongside an increase in the complexity of women’s needs. Similarly, the Crime Statistics Agency found a 
significant increase in the number of family incidents recorded by Victoria Police during the early months of the 
pandemic (Rmandic, Walker, Bright & Millsteed, 2020). 

As Victoria moved through additional social distancing restrictions in the latter half of 2020, further Australian 
studies emerged about violence within the home. An October 2020 paper by the Australian Institute of Criminology 
found that women who were socially isolated or facing financial stress prior to the pandemic were at a greater risk of 
experiencing first-time violence from a current cohabiting partner (Morgan and Boxall, 2020). These findings support 
that that while staying home is an important aspect of reducing the spread of disease, home is not always a safe 
place to be. Given the Victorian definition of family violence includes a range of cohabiting and non-cohabiting 
relationships and the impact of restrictions may vary accordingly, it is worthwhile exploring trends in family violence 
incidents by the types of relationships between victims and perpetrators.  

1.3 Victorian restrictions 

In late March, restrictions were introduced in Victoria in response to the COVID-19 pandemic to limit non-essential 
activities, movement and close personal contact to limit the spread of the virus. An on-the-spot breach of COVID-19 
restrictions penalty infringement notice of $1,652 for individuals and up to $9,913 for businesses was introduced to 
enforce restrictions. Following the gradual easing of these restrictions in May and June 2020, Victoria experienced a 
second wave of COVID-19 cases and reimplementation of significant social-distancing restrictions between July and 
September. During this time, there were only four reasons Victorians were allowed to leave their houses, including to: 
shop for food and supplies; access or provide medical care or caregiving; exercise; and, study or work if unable to 
study or work from home. Table 1 provides a summary of the various phases of restrictions to end of September.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 Violence against women and girls: the shadow pandemic | UN Women – Headquarters 

https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2020/4/statement-ed-phumzile-violence-against-women-during-pandemic
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Table 1. Key dates for the Victorian Government’s COVID restrictions2 

Restrictions are introduced   
March 23: Stage 1 restrictions limit 
non-essential activity   

• Gatherings are limited to 500 people outdoors and 100 people 
  indoors.   
• Restaurants and cafes are limited to providing take-away  

  service only.   
• Venues including pubs, gyms, cinemas, casinos, places of 

  worship and others are closed.   
March 25: Stage 2 restrictions shut 
down non-essential activity   

• Venues and activities including pools, galleries, museums, 
libraries, beauty salons, real estate auctions and others are closed.   

March 30: Stage 3 Stay at home 
restrictions   

   People are permitted to leave their home for four reasons:   
• shopping for food and supplies   
• medical care and caregiving   
• exercise   
• study or work (if unable to work or study from home).   

Easing of restrictions begins   
May 12: Small gatherings 
of friends and family permitted   

  People are permitted to leave home to visit friends and family:   
• Up to five visitors are permitted in homes   
• Outdoor gatherings are limited to 10 people.   

June 1: Hospitality resumes dine-in 
service   

• Restaurants and cafes resume limited dine-in service with up 
  to 20 patrons per enclosed space.   

Restrictions are reintroduced  
July 1-8: Return to Stage 3 Stay at 
home restrictions  
(Melbourne & Mitchell Shire)  
  
Stage 3 restrictions were introduced at 
a postcode level beginning July 1 and 
extended to all of metropolitan 
Melbourne and Mitchell Shire on July 
8. 
August 5: Victoria wide  

   People are permitted to leave their home for four reasons:   
• shopping for food and supplies   
• medical care and caregiving   
• exercise   
• study or work (if unable to work or study from home).   

  

July 22: Mandatory face masks 
(Melbourne & Mitchell Shire)  
August 2: Victoria wide  

• People must wear a face mask or covering when leaving the 
  home.  

August 2: Stage 4 restrictions  
(Melbourne & Mitchell Shire)  
  
 
 
From August 5 regional Victoria 
entered stage 3 restrictions 

In addition to stay at home orders, further restrictions include:  
• A curfew from 8pm to 5am  
• 5km radius travel limit for exercise and shopping  
• Exercise is limited to 1 hour daily and maximum two people 

  together  
From August 5 further workplace restrictions including some industry 
shutdowns and a worker permit scheme are introduced.  
 
 
 
 
 

  

 
2 This paper is primarily concerned with the impact of restrictions on the movement of people and associated criminal offending. As such, 
restrictions around remote learning, childcare and other specific industries have not been included in the list above despite their significant 
impact on Victorians throughout the second wave. For comprehensive details of all restrictions and easing see www.coronavirus.vic.gov.au   
 

http://www.coronavirus.vic.gov.au/
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Restrictions are eased  
September 13: First step  
(Metro Melbourne)  

• Curfew eased to 9pm (from 8pm).  
• People can exercise or gather outdoors in pairs for up to 2 

  hours/day.  
• People living alone and single parents can nominate 1 visitor 

  to form a ‘single social bubble’.  
• A ‘ring of steel’ with police checkpoints restricts movement 

  between metropolitan and regional Victoria.  
September 13: Second step (Regional 
Victoria)   
Regional Victoria skipped first step  

• Up to five people from two households can gather outdoors.  
• No limit on exercising outside the home. 

  
September 16: Third step (Regional 
Victoria)  

• No restrictions on leaving home.  
• Up to 10 people can gather outdoors.  
• Home visits of up to five people are allowed as part of a  

  ‘household bubble’.  
• Hospitality venues can reopen for dine-in service with patron 

  limits.  
September 28: Second step (Metro 
Melbourne)  

• Curfew is lifted  
• Up to five people from two households can gather outdoors.  

  
  

1.4 Offences for breaching Victorian COVID-19 related restrictions 

As previously reported, between their introduction in late March and the end of June, 6,062 breach of COVID-19 
related restriction offences were recorded by Victoria Police for 5,438 unique alleged offenders (Rmandic, Walker, 
Bright & Millsteed, 2020). Three-quarters of these offenders were male and their average age was 29.5 years old, with 
43% aged in their 20s and 21% aged in their 30s. Only one third of breach of COVID-19 restriction offenders were 
first-time offenders, with 65% previously being recorded for other types of criminal offences. Ten per cent were 
recorded for more than one breach of COVID-19 restriction offences between March and June.  

Recently, concerns have been raised about the disproportionate impact of these COVID-19 related fines on 
marginalised communities such as migrant communities and Aboriginal people3. It has also been suggested that 
enforcement of COVID-19 related restrictions has been unfairly targeted at migrant communities. One media report 
noted that areas with higher migrant populations and more social housing had higher levels of enforcement of 
COVID-19 restrictions, as evidenced by higher numbers of COVID-19 related fines being issued by police in those 
areas4 .  

1.4 The current study 

The overarching objective of this paper is to provide an update to previous analyses about the impact of COVID-19 
related restrictions and pandemic-related behavioural changes on crime in Victoria. Previous CSA analysis only 
incorporated data to 30 June 2020 and could therefore only examine the impacts of the early phase of restrictions 
on crime. Recorded crime data is now available to the end of September 2020, enabling a more fulsome analysis. 
Additionally, the paper will provide an update on offences for breaches of COVID-19 related restrictions, and aims 
examine the extent to which there is evidence that some communities have been recorded for a disproportionate 
number of COVID-19 related fines. Specifically, this paper aims to answer the following questions:  

 
3 https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-09-30/victoria-coronavirus-fines-must-be-reviewed-lawyers-say/12689792  
4 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/jun/06/covid-19-lockdown-victoria-police-data-sparks-fears-disadvantaged-unfairly-
targeted  

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-09-30/victoria-coronavirus-fines-must-be-reviewed-lawyers-say/12689792
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/jun/06/covid-19-lockdown-victoria-police-data-sparks-fears-disadvantaged-unfairly-targeted
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/jun/06/covid-19-lockdown-victoria-police-data-sparks-fears-disadvantaged-unfairly-targeted
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1. Has the number of offences recorded in Victoria changed in line with the introduction and easing of various 
restrictions between March and September 2020?  

2. Did the impact of restrictions on crime vary by crime type?  
3. Did the restrictions impact on the number of family violence offences recorded by police?  
4. Did the impact of restrictions on family violence incidents vary according to the types of relationships 

between victims and perpetrators?  
5. How many breaches of COVID-19 restriction offences have been recorded?  
6. Is there evidence that Aboriginal people or those born overseas are recorded for a disproportion number of 

breach of COVID-19 restriction offences?  
 

2. Method 

This analysis examines Victoria Police data extracted from the Law Enforcement Assistance Database (LEAP) on 18 
October 2020, including data about recorded criminal offences, unique alleged offenders and family violence 
incidents. Recorded offences include any criminal act or omission by a person or organisation for which a penalty 
could be imposed by the Victorian legal system.  

For the most part, offences are counted at the date they are first recorded on the LEAP system and offences that are 
recorded but remain unsolved at the date the data was extracted are included in total figures. Unique offenders were 
also counted at the date the offence was first recorded on the LEAP system. However, modelling that was conducted 
to determine differences between the actual and expected counts of offences recorded between 1 March and 31 
August counts offences as at the report date recorded in the LEAP system. The report date is the date the offence 
was reported to or detected by police. All references to offence types in this paper are based on the Crime Statistics 
Agency (CSA) Offence Classification Index (CSA, 2015). The create date – the date the record was made on the LEAP 
system – could not be reliably used to compare monthly counts of offences between April and June due to an 
identified lag in entry of offence records into LEAP during April and subsequent entry of these records during May 
and June (see Rmandic, Walker, Bright and Millsteed, 2020 for further detail).  

A family violence incident was considered to have occurred if Victoria Police completed an L17 Family Violence Risk 
Assessment and Risk Management Report form. The Victoria Police Code of Practice for the Investigation of Family 
Violence states this form is to be completed for all family violence incidents, interfamilial-related sexual offences and 
instances of child abuse reported to police (Victoria Police, 2019). An L17 risk assessment may be completed by 
police even if the perpetrator’s behaviours or actions are not a criminal offence, guided by the principle that any form 
of family violence is unacceptable (Victoria Police, 2019). Analysis and forecasting of family violence incidents used 
create date as the date of the incident Family Violence incidents are not susceptible to the same delays in entry into 
the LEAP system because Victoria Police policy states that police officers must submit family violence reports by the 
end of their shift, and that supervisors must assess and approve these reports within eight hours. 

All references in this paper to offences, offenders, and family violence incidents recorded by police are alleged rather 
than proven. 

2.1 Forecasting models 

Seasonally adjusted forecasting models were developed for selected crime types and family incidents to forecast the 
number of offences/incidents that would have been expected to occur in Victoria since the start of the pandemic. 
These forecasts were then compared with the actual number of offences/incidents that occurred during this period 
in order to identify where COVID-19 related restrictions may have impacted on crime rates. The forecasts were 
developed using monthly historical data, generally using at least five years of historical data.  
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The ets() function in the forecast package for R was used to develop these models, which fits an exponential 
smoothing model and selects the best fitting model using an information criterion, the AICc (corrected Akaike 
Information Criterion). In most cases, a Holt-Winters model, which includes seasonal components, was selected. 
However, for some crime types where there is no seasonal trend (such as steal from a retail store), deviations from 
the mean are interpreted as random noise, no seasonal component is modelled, and projections appear flat.  

As noted above, report date was used for the modelling due to recording issues associated with analysis of monthly 
data based on create date between April and June 2020. Additionally, only select crimes could be reliably modelled 
using report date as there is a natural lag associated with reporting and detection of crimes across many categories. 
For example, not all crimes reported or detected in September will be in the data as at the date data for the period is 
extracted on 18 October. Historical data extracts from previous years were used to identify offence types that have 
on average, more than 5% of reports missing from August as at 30 September, and these were excluded from the 
forecasting analysis. Nevertheless across the crime types that were forecasted, we would still expect to be missing a 
small percentage of crimes at the end of the period and as such, it should be noted that there is a slight downward 
bias towards the end of the data series presented.   

A second caveat is that prediction intervals for time series forecasting are usually too narrow in practice. This is a 
widely recognised problem in the literature, for which there isn’t an obvious solution. The primary cause of this is 
model mis-specification, and there’s no model-theoretic way of adjusting the prediction intervals in case of the 
model itself being slightly inaccurate. It is likely that the 95% prediction intervals displayed in this paper probably 
have coverage closer to 90% due to these underlying methodological challenges.  

3. Results 

3.1 Offences 

Figure 1 shows the number of offences recorded per week throughout 2020, excluding new offences introduced that 
were specifically related to breaching COVID-19 restrictions. It also shows weekly COVID-19 case numbers recorded 
throughout this period, using data from the Victorian Department of Health and Human Services5. While the impact 
of COVID-related restrictions and behavioural changes could not be extricated from the recording lag issues 
described above between April and June, it appears that the overall number of offences recorded by police 
decreased when Stage 3 restrictions were re-introduced in metropolitan Melbourne and began to increase again 
when Stage 4 restrictions were eased in mid-September. A total of 41,513 offences were recorded in July, 38,401 in 
August, and 40,037 in September. Compared to the same period in 2019, this reflects decreases of 12.3%, 16.8%, and 
12.2% respectively. Figure 1 also suggests that decreases in crime in late June commenced prior to the re-
implementation of Stage 3 restrictions. In turn, this may suggest that behavioural changes (such as decreased 
mobility) associated with community judgments about increased risk of COVID-19 transmission impacted on crime 
rates as case numbers started to rise, and impacts are not solely due to the restrictions themselves. 

 

 

 

 

 
5 https://www.dhhs.vic.gov.au/victorian-coronavirus-covid-19-data  

https://www.dhhs.vic.gov.au/victorian-coronavirus-covid-19-data
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Figure 1. Offences recorded by create date and Victorian COVID-19 case numbers, 1 January to 30 September 2020 

 

 

An overview of the number of offences recorded by CSA offence division between January and September 2020 is 
provided in Figure 2. While changes to trends can be seen from April to June, these cannot be considered reliable 
due to the aforementioned issues with entry of offence records into LEAP during those months. Nevertheless, there 
seems to be a downward trend in the volume of property offences in July and August. The large spike in ‘other 
offences’ from July through to September is driven by new COVID-19 Chief Health Officer Directions breach offences 
that were introduced in late March in response to the pandemic.  

 

Figure 2. Offences recorded by offence division, 1 January to 30 September 2020 
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Figure 3 shows the number of offences recorded by offence division for April to June and July to September 2020, 
compared with the same periods in 2019. By considering April to June data as a whole, this chart largely rectifies the 
recording lag issues described, and still shows that (with the exception of COVID-19 breach offences recorded in 
‘other offences’, the largest decreases in 2020 were in property and deception offences. There also appear to be 
small increases in drug offences and justice procedures offences compared with 2019.   

 

Figure 3. Offences recorded by offence division, April to June and July to September 2019 and 2020 

 

 

To further explore apparent changes to trends in property offences, and to determine whether there were any COVID-
19 related changes in other types of offences that were not apparent at the offence division level, forecast modelling 
was conducted using report date data for offence types where this was a reliable measure (for further detail on the 
forecasting methodology, see section 2.1). Forecasts developed using historical data were then compared with the 
actual number of offences recorded by police between April and August 2020. The results of these analyses are 
presented in Figures 5 through 8 and average monthly and August differences between forecasts and actuals are 
provided in Table 2. 

As shown in Figure 5, numbers of both common and serious non-family violence related assaults, as well as 
aggravated robberies, were lower than forecasted in April, May, July and August. The largest difference was in 
aggravated robberies, which was 38% lower on average per month over the forecast period and 48% lower than 
forecast in August. On average over the forecast period, family violence related common and serious assaults were 
not outside of the forecast prediction intervals. 

Figure 6 illustrates actual and forecasted numbers of selected property and deception offences. With the exception 
of aggravated burglary, which was generally within expected ranges in all months except for May and July, all 
offence types analysed were lower than expected over the entire forecast period from April to August. The greatest 
deviation from forecasts was during the month of August, when Stage 4 restrictions were in effect. During August 
the number of offences recorded was lower than forecast by: 47% for steal from a retail store; 39% for steal from a 
motor vehicle; and, 45% for non-aggravated burglary.  
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Conversely, as shown in Figure 7, numbers of drug possession and trafficking offences recorded were higher than 
forecasted, particularly for April and May. On average over the analysis period, drug possession offences were 19% 
higher per month than forecast and drug trafficking offences were 15% higher per month than forecast. 

Finally, Figure 8 shows the results of the forecasting analysis for justice procedures offences including breach of bail 
offences and breach of family violence order offences. The number of breaches of bail offences was, on average, 
30% lower per month than forecast. Additional analysis revealed that this was largely driven by a decrease in failure 
to answer bail offences, likely related to court closures that occurred throughout the pandemic. The number of 
breaches of family violence orders recorded was higher than forecast, but within the relevant prediction intervals.  

 

Figure 5. Actual and forecast recorded crimes against the person offences, February to August 2020 
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Figure 6. Actual and forecast recorded property and deception offences, February to August 2020 
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Figure 7. Actual and forecast recorded drug offences, February to August 2020 
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Figure 8. Actual and forecast recorded justice procedures offences, February to August 2020 

  

 

 

 

 
Table 2. Average and August differences between actual and forecast number of offence for selected offence types 

 Average per month (April to August 2020) August 2020 

Offence type Actual Forecast % difference Actual Forecast % difference 

Offences against the person 

Common assault (non-FV) 815.00 997.03 -18% 772.00 1056.12 -27% 

Common assault (FV) 1259.20 1287.46 -2% 1363.00 1387.63 -2% 

Serious assault (non-FV) 497.60 623.31 -20% 502.00 622.64 -19% 

Serious assault (FV) 589.80 610.59 -3% 586.00 660.50 -11% 

Aggravated robbery 183.40 293.85 -38% 154.00 293.85 -48% 

Property and deception offences 

Steal from a retail store 1465.20 2153.91 -32% 1140.00 2153.91 -47% 

Steal from a motor vehicle 4125.80 5717.11 -28% 3463.00 5717.11 -39% 

Non-aggravated burglary 2115.40 3313.14 -36% 1892.00 3468.89 -45% 

Aggravated burglary 306.20 430.31 -29% 280.00 430.31 -35% 

Drug offences 

Drug possession 2914.00 2456.72 +19% 2897.00 2595.35 +12% 

Drug trafficking 437.80 381.43 +15% 469.00 421.18 +11% 

Justice procedures offences 

Breach bail conditions 905.80 1294.16 -30% 877.00 1294.16 -32% 

Breach family violence order 4361.00 4070.46 +7% 4635.00 4070.46 +14% 
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3.2 Family violence 

Victoria Police recorded crime data concerning family incidents was unaffected by administrative backlog, and the 
date these records were created was therefore used to examine trends and generate forecasted figures during the 
reference period. Between July and September of 2020, Victoria Police recorded 22,458 family incidents, a 9.0% 
increase (up 1,848 incidents) from the same period in 2019. Figure 9 below depicts weekly numbers of family 
incidents recorded between January 2019 to September 2020. 

Figure 9. Family Violence incidents recorded by create date, January 2019 to September 2020

 

To ensure their compliance with Stage 3 and 4 restrictions, it is expected that many Victorians spent an increased 
amount of time at home during July through September 2020. With increased presence in the home, more family 
incidents were anticipated to occur between people in a current or cohabiting relationship. To test this, the number 
of family incidents recorded between current partners, former partners, parents (of the alleged perpetrator) and 
children (of the alleged perpetrator) were examined. Figure 10 depicts the total number of family incidents recorded 
from February to September in 2019 and 2020 by the type of relationship. Between July and September 2020, 7,434 
incidents involved current partners (up 13.5% compared with the same period in 2019), 6,621 incidents involved 
former partners (up 6.0%), 3,889 incidents involved parents (up 14.1%) and 1,814 incidents involved children 
(including adult children) of the alleged perpetrator (up 7.1%).  
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Figure 10. Family Violence incidents by type of relationship between perpetrator and victim, February to September 

2019 and 2020 

 

 

Though the number of incidents in 2020 was higher across all relationship types, the trends in incidents by 
relationship type during the pandemic differed somewhat as illustrated in Figure 10. To further explore these trends, 
forecasting models were again developed to test the potential impacts of the pandemic on the number of incidents 
recorded by relationship type. This is a more nuanced approach to the previous family violence incident modelling 
we undertook (see Rmandic, Walker, Bright & Millsteed, 2020), as it decomposes incidents by relationship types. As 
shown in Figure 11, the number of incidents attributed to a current partner of the victim was significantly higher than 
forecasted during June and August 2020, while the number of incidents involving a former partner was significantly 
lower than expected throughout most of the months of the pandemic. The average monthly actual and forecast 
number of incidents are provided in Table 3, along with the actual and forecast numbers for August. 

The number of incidents directed against parents of the perpetrator were higher than expected in April 2020, and 
incidents against children (including adult children) of the perpetrator were higher than expected in June. For all 
other months, the number of incidents involving parents and children were within expected ranges.  
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Figure 11. Actual and forecast family incidents by relationship type, February to August 2020 

  

  

 

 

Table 3. Average and August differences between actual and forecast number of family incidents by relationship type 

 Average per month (April to September 2020) August 2020 

Relationship type Actual Forecast % difference Actual Forecast % difference 

Current partner 2407 2160 +11% 2688 2192.01 +23% 

Former partner 2181.67 2445.54 -11% 2295 2531.52 -9% 

Parent of perpetrator 1293.33 1241.27 +4% 1342 1274.76 +5% 

Child of perpetrator  599.33 571.98 +5% 619 636.08 -3% 
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3.3 Breach of COVID-19 restrictions offences and offenders 

Offences  

Between March and September 2020, police recorded 32,713 breach of Chief Health Officer Direction offences that 
were introduced to support public health restrictions as part of the pandemic response (‘COVID-19 offences’). Figure 
12 below shows the distribution of the COVID-19 offences by create week. As shown, the number of these offences 
recorded by police rapidly increased in July when restrictions were reintroduced and remained high until mid-
September when restrictions began to be eased. 
 
Figure 12. COVID-19 offences, March to September 2020 

 
 
Figure 13 shows COVID-19 offence rates per 100,000 population for metropolitan Melbourne and regional Victoria. 
During the ‘first wave’ offence rates were slightly higher in regional Victoria than metro Melbourne, peaking at 28 
offences per 100,000 in early May. Offence rates in metropolitan Melbourne increased rapidly in July at the beginning 
of the ‘second wave’, peaking at 51 offences per 100,000 in early August when the tightest stage four restrictions 
were implemented. Metropolitan Melbourne COVID-19 offence rates remained notably higher than regional Victoria 
throughout the second wave, reflecting the more restrictive measures in place to curb the higher case numbers seen 
in metropolitan Melbourne.  

The increases in COVID-19 offences seen in July and August also reflect the introduction of additional breach of 
Chief Health Officer Directions offence types. For example, from 22 July face masks were made mandatory in 
Melbourne and Mitchell Shire and an associated breach offence was introduced attracting a $200 fine6. Note that 
offence totals include all COVID-19 offences as specific breach reasons were not available for analysis. 

 

 
6 Face masks were mandatory Victoria wide from 2 August. 
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Figure 13. COVID-19 offence rates per 100,000 population by region. 

 
 
The monthly COVID-19 offence totals shown in Figure 14 illustrate the sheer magnitude of COVID-19 offences 
recorded in metropolitan Melbourne throughout the second wave compared with regional Victoria. August recorded 
the highest number of COVID-19 offences, with 10,174 in metropolitan Melbourne and 1,748 in regional Victoria.  

Figure 14. COVID-19 offences by create month, by region 
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Figure 15 below shows COVID-19 offences rates per 100,000 population by LGA, with darker shades representing a 
higher rate of offences. The top five Local Government Areas for COVID related offences, by rate per 100,000 
population, were: 
1. Melbourne (n=2172.3 per 100,000) 
2. Yarra (n=1116.9 per 100,000) 
3. Greater Dandenong (n=1080.7 per 100,000) 
4. Frankston (n=851.5 per 100,000) 
5. Moorabool (n=850.6 per 100,000). 
 
Interestingly, the two regional LGAs with the highest offence rates per population were Moorabool, which borders 
metropolitan Melbourne, and Swan Hill, which borders New South Wales. This may be an indication of breaches 
relating to intra- and interstate travel, however as previously noted specific breach reasons are not available for 
analysis so this cannot be confirmed. 
 
Figure 15 COVID-19 offences rates per 100,000 population by LGA 

 
 
 
Stage 4 restrictions in metropolitan Melbourne saw the introduction of a night-time curfew. Under curfew rules, only 
permitted workers, caregivers and people fleeing family violence could leave their homes from 8pm (and later on 
September 13, from 9pm) to 5am each day. Figure 16 compares the proportion of COVID-19 offences by the time of 
day committed in the pre-curfew period (1 April to 1 August) with period for which a curfew was in place (2 August to 
28 September). Note the curfew dates referenced in this analysis are for metropolitan Melbourne.  
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While the curfew was in place (‘curfew period’; darker line in Figure 16 below) there was an increase in the proportion 
of COVID-19 offences committed between 8pm and 11pm. One-fifth (20%) of offences were committed between 8pm 
and 11pm compared with 16% of offences pre-curfew. Offending peaked at midnight pre-curfew (8%) and during the 
curfew period (8%). COVID-19 offences were least likely to occur in the morning between 5am and 7am, regardless of 
whether the curfew was in place or not.  

 
Figure 16. Proportion of offences recorded by commit from time, by restriction period (pre-curfew and post-curfew) 

 

 
 
Offenders 
 
There were 23,550 unique offenders recorded for breaching COVID-19 public health order restrictions between April 
and September 2020. Twenty-six businesses breached COVID-19 restrictions during this period. The remaining 
23,524 offenders were individual people. The following offender analysis relates to only individual offenders (‘COVID-
19 offenders) and excludes these 26 businesses.  

Three-quarters of COVID-19 offenders were male (75%, n=17,574) and one in four was female (25%, n=5,949). The 
average age of offenders at their first COVID breach was 31.5. Figure 17 shows offenders were most likely to be aged 
between 18 and 44, with 29% of offenders aged between 18 and 24 years and 31% aged between 25 and 34 years. 

Figure 17. Offender age at first COVID-19 offence  
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Demographic data for COVID-19 offenders is limited, as most offences were dealt with by way of a hand-written 
penalty infringement notice (fine) and a narrower range of demographic data is collected by police where penalty 
infringement notices are issued. Specifically, data pertaining to an offender’s country of birth was not collected and 
Aboriginal status7 was not routinely recorded for COVID-19 offences. Figure 18 illustrates that country of birth (COB) 
was not recorded for 82% of the 8,161 ‘COVID only’ offenders. However, it was only missing for 8% of the 15,363 
offenders who had been recorded for COVID offences but had also previously been recorded for other types of 
offending (‘COVID and other offender’). For these COVID and other offenders, country of birth and Aboriginal status 
were likely recorded in the LEAP database in relation to their non-COVID related offending (or possibly to a prior 
victimisation record in LEAP) rather than in relation to the COVID-related offence itself. Aboriginal status was not 
recorded for 37% of COVID only offenders compared with 1% for ‘COVID and other offenders’. For this reason, 
analysis of country of birth and Aboriginal status below are limited only to the 15,363 offenders who have at some 
point been recorded for a non-COVID offence. 

Figure 18. Offender demographic recording rates, by offender group 

 

Almost 3 in 4 ‘COVID and other’ offenders (73%) were born in Australia (Table 4). The second most common country 
of birth was Sudan (4%) followed by New Zealand (2%), India (1%) and Vietnam (1%). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
7 Aboriginal status information is as recorded by Victoria Police and captured using the Australian Bureau of Statistics Standard 
Indigenous Question (SIQ). In this paper, Aboriginal alleged offenders include those recorded as Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait 
Islanders, in line with the CSA’s most frequent counting rule. For more detail, see: https://www.crimestatistics.vic.gov.au/about-
the-data/outcomes-of-recent-public-consultation-aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-crime  
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Table 4. Offender country of birth (includes only offenders with one or more additional non-COVID offences) 

Country of birth n % 
1. Australia 11,105 72.3 

2. Sudan and South Sudan 543 3.5 

3. New Zealand 351 2.3 

4. Vietnam 156 1.0 

5. India 136 0.9 

All other countries 1,859 12.1 

Unknown 1,213 7.9 

Total offenders 15,363 100.0 

 
Most ‘COVID and other’ offenders were non-Indigenous (94%, n=14,418), with just under 6% (n=839) of offenders 
recorded as Aboriginal. As of the latest census Aboriginal people made up 0.8% of the Victorian population 
(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2019). 
 
Table 5 shows the number of COVID-19 offences recorded for each unique offender between April and September 
2020. Four in five offenders (79%) recorded only one COVID-19 offence. One in five offenders were ‘repeat’ COVID 
offenders: 13% recorded two offences and 4% recorded three. Just over 1% (n=291) of offenders recorded 6 or more 
offences. 
 
Table 5. Number of COVID-19 offences per offender 

COVID-19 offences n % 

1 18,568 78.9 

2 3,066 13.0 

3 1,007 4.3 

4 379 1.6 

5 213 0.9 

6 or more 291 1.2 

Total offenders 23,524 100.0 

 
Table 6 shows the police action taken for each offender’s first COVID-19 offence. Almost all offenders (96%) received 
a penalty infringement notice (fine). Less than 2% of offenders were charged and 1% received an official warning.  

Table 6. Police action taken for offender’s first breach of COVID-19 restrictions 

Total offenders 23,524 100.0 
1 Includes police actions such as intent to summons and penalty infringement notices that were not authorised to proceed 

Police action n % 

Penalty infringement notice (fine) 22,606 96.1 
Not a penalty infringement notice 918  3.9 
- Charges laid 382 1.6 
- Official warning 211 0.9 
- All other outcomes1 325 1.4 
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Just over one-third of offenders (36%, n=8,493) were ‘first time’ offenders, meaning they had no police-recorded 
offending prior to their breach of COVID-19 restrictions offence (back to July 2004). Figure 19 shows that between 
July 2004 and the time of their first COVID-19 offence, 30% of offenders were recorded for between 1 and 10 
offences, 23% for between 11 and 50 offences and 10% had been recorded for more than 50 historical offences. 
 
Figure 19. Number of offences each offender was recorded for prior to first breach of COVID-19 restriction offence 

 
 

4. Discussion 

This study examined trends in criminal offences and family violence incidents during the COVID-19 pandemic in 
Victoria, and included a focus on understanding trends in offences for breaches of COVID-19 restrictions. Overall, 
findings about the impact of restrictions and behavioural changes on criminal offending were consistent with prior 
research from other Australian and international jurisdictions. The impacts on crime were most pronounced when 
the highest case numbers and strictest restrictions on movement and activities were in place. Across many crime 
types there was little difference between the forecast and actual number of offences during June when restrictions 
were significantly eased.  
 
Impacts differed by crime type. We found large decreases in the number of offences recorded when the strictest 
restrictions were in place during July and August, particularly for a number of property offences including steal from 
a retail store, steal from a motor vehicle and non-aggravated burglary. This is in line with research findings from 
NSW during their strictest restriction period, which also highlighted decreases across these crime types (Kim and 
Leung, 2020). Similar to Queensland (Anderson & Hodgkinson, 2020) and England and Wales (Office for National 
Statistics, 2020), we identified that the number of drug possession offences recorded by police was higher than 
anticipated during the lockdown months of April, May and July. The Office for National Statistics (2020) noted that 
higher numbers of drug offences were likely related to increased proactive policing, but some authors have also 
suggested that increased drug use may be related to increases in self-medicating in light of pandemic-related stress, 
or to a lack of alternative activities while lockdowns are in place (Dietze and Peacock, 2020). Further research could 
focus on changes in the types of drugs involved in recorded drug offending, and an examination of whether the 
increase in drug use offences reflects an increase in the number of people recorded for drug offending or increased 
frequency of offending amongst existing offenders. 
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Australian research to date has been mixed regarding whether police-reported family violence has increased or 
decreased during the pandemic. Stay at home orders in place in Victoria during the period under analysis suggested 
the potential for increased violence amongst cohabiting current partners. As such, in this paper we considered 
relationship types separately for the purpose of forecasting the expected number of family violence incidents and 
comparing these with actual numbers. Indeed, the research identified that the number of incidents recorded for 
people in current partner relationships was significantly higher than expected in June and August 2020. Though 
restrictions were eased in June, this easing of restrictions may have been associated with increased willingness of 
victims to report incidents to police. The increase in August may also support the notion that there are increased 
risks for victim safety during lockdowns, but it should be noted that increased recording of family violence incidents 
may also be related to increased monitoring of high-risk family violence victims and perpetrators by police under 
Operation Ribbon. Operation Ribbon commenced in April and was launched in response to the potentially heightened 
risk of family violence associated with lockdown measures. It involves police conducting checks on known high-risk 
perpetrators and their victims, monitoring victim safety and ensuring compliance with family violence orders. 
 
While there has been commentary about the extent to which enforcement of COVID-19 related restrictions may have 
been more intensively focused on particular groups or communities, such as migrant communities or those who live 
in social housing, the data recorded by Victoria Police in relation to COVID-19 fines did not enable us to examine this 
claim in detail. Around two-thirds of those recorded for COVID-19 fines since had prior offending records, and for this 
group, we were able to derive country of birth and Aboriginal status for the majority of offenders. Though country of 
birth is not a reliable measure of cultural background, our analysis identified that 92% of offenders who breached 
COVID-related restrictions and who had also been recorded at some point for other types of offences, were born in 
Australia, and just under 6% were Aboriginal. Additional research is required to understand whether and why some 
people or communities may be more likely to receive fines for breaches of restrictions, particularly as this may relate 
to the extent to which people are provided with appropriate supports to both understand and be able to abide by the 
restrictions (for example, whether they are financially supported to stay home during periods of self-isolation).  
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