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BACKGROUND 
Background 

Mental illness has been widely cited as a driver of costs in the criminal justice system. 

Objective 

The objective of this paper is to estimate the additional costs to the criminal justice system 
associated with people with mental illnesses who go through the system. Our focus is on costs in 
Alberta. 

Methods 

We set up a model of the flow of all persons through the criminal justice system, including police, 
court, and corrections components, and for mental health diversion, review and forensic services. 
We estimate the transitional probabilities and costs that accrue as persons who have been charged 
move through the system. Costs are estimated for the system as a whole, and for the mental illness 
component. 

Results 

Public expenditures for each person diverted or charged in Alberta in the criminal justice system, 
including mental health costs, were $16,138, of which 87% were for criminal justice services and 
13% were for mental illness – related services. Hospitalization for people with mental illness who 
were reviewed represented the greatest additional cost associated with mental illnesses. 

Conclusion 

Costs stemming from mental illnesses directly add about 13% on to those in the criminal justice 
system. 

INTRODUCTION 
Over 300,000 crimes were reported to the police across Alberta (population 3.6 million) in 2010 
(Statistics Canada, 2011). Crimes impose a hardship on the victims, in personal and physical terms, 
and in terms of losses of money and property. Crimes also draw on public resources, for example 
police services, prosecutions, public defense, court activities and punishment, as well as private 
resources such as private legal services .According to a study by the Canadian National Department 
of Justice (Zhang, 2008), resources devoted to crime in Canada in 2008 generated $15 billion in 
public criminal justice costs and another $14 billion in victim costs. 

Persons who have a mental illness have a greater likelihood of interacting with the justice system 
(Hoch, 2009; Freeman & Roesch, 1989; Corrado et al., 2000; Osypuk et al., 2012; Statistics Canada, 
2006; Lafortune, 2012) and this can generate costs in the criminal justice system in several ways. If a 
person is arrested and has a mental illness, the police might divert the case to specially designated 
diversion programs. If a person with a mental illness is instead charged, then in extreme cases they 
might be deemed to be unfit to stand trial (UST); or if they do go to trial, they might be found to be 
not criminally responsible (NCR). In either case they will be treated in a forensic services unit and 
periodically reviewed (http://www.justice.gc.ca/eng/pi/rs/rep-rap/2006/rr06_1/p1.html) until 
they are discharged. And, if a person with a mental illness is tried and sentenced, in prison or in the 
community, he can be referred to the forensic psychiatry service and treated while undergoing his 
sentence. 
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Although there is an overall estimate of the economic costs of crime in Canada (Zhang, 2008), 
analysts have not measured the contribution of mental illness to the criminal justice economic 
burden. Without an economic characterization of the criminal justice process, however, and the role 
which mental illness plays in it, it is difficult to determine the public costs that are generated because 
of mental illness. In this paper we aim to estimate the costs of mental illness that are incurred within 
the criminal justice system. 

METHOD 

The Model 
The model is as follows, and is shown in Figure 1. Following their investigation of a crime, police 
might lay charges or, if there is a mental illness issue, they might send the chargeable person to a 
diversion program. In our model, we do not consider those un-cleared incidents where offenders are 
not charged or diverted. 

Figure 1: Flows in the criminal justice system 

 

Charged persons can be assessed for a severe mental illness by a mental health consultant and the 
person can be determined to be unfit to stand trial (UST), the charges can be dropped, or the case 
can proceed through the court system. A person that is judged to be UST will be sent to a forensic 
unit and will be periodically reviewed by a Review Board. There might be more than one offender in 
a court case or one offender might be responsible for multiple court cases, but we will assume that 
there is a one-to-one correspondence due to data limitations. 

In the “courts” component of our model we divide offenders into three groups: 1) those who are 
found guilty and sentenced; 2) those who are found guilty but are potentially not criminally 
responsible (NCR); and 3) all others who are released. Potential NCR cases are also sent to the 
forensic unit and are reviewed by a review board. Persons who are found guilty and sentenced can 
also receive forensic services, both on inpatient or outpatient bases. 

Transitional Probabilities of the Model 

Transitional probabilities – the likelihood of moving between events – are based on the number of 
people who pass through the event (e.g., a trial) (Table 1) and go on to further events (e.g., a 
sentence). Data were based on 2010/11 values for Alberta. We start with the number of persons 
who are diverted, whose charges are dropped or who are sent to trial. As shown in Table 1, the 
percentage of charged and diverted persons who are diverted is 5.18%. The remainder of the group 
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(94.82%) are dealt with by the public prosecutor. Of those persons who are charged, a small number 
(0.16%) are determined by the court to be UST, while charges are dropped in 39.87%. The rest, 
59.96%, are tried. The next stage involves the dispensation of tried persons; they are either assessed 
and determined as NCR, or they go through trial. We have information on the total number of 
people who are UST or NCR, but we could not separate these and we therefore assume all such 
cases are in the UST category. Of the remainder who proceed through trials, 60.8% are found guilty 
and 39.2% are not. We combined all non-guilty cases together, though these cases fall into a number 
of categories; however, they are common in terms of resources used, as none are sentenced. At the 
next stage, convicted persons can be sentenced to provincial or federal incarceration, or to a 
community sentence. Some in each group (13.21%) will also receive forensic services. 

Table 1: Number of people proceeding through the criminal justice system, Alberta, 
2010/11 

Node Branch Number 
Per cent of 

node 
Source 

Police node 

Adults charged (to 
prosecution) 

70,628 94.82% (1) 

Diverted 3861 5.18% (2) 

Prosecution node 

Processed at court (to 
court) 

42,352 59.96% (3) 

Not processed through 28,160 39.87%  

Review 116 0.16% (4) 

Court node 

Guilty (to corrections) 25,749 60.80% (3) 

Not guilty 16,603 39.20%  

Review - UST 0 0.00%  

Corrections node 
Forensic psychiatry 3401 13.21% (4) 

Not to psychiatry 22,348 86.79%  

Sources: 

(1) Statistics Canada. Incident based crime statistics, annual (number). CANSIM 252-0051 2010/11 

(2) Alberta Solicitor General and Public Security 

(3) Statistics Canada. Adult criminal courts, number of cases and charges by type of decision. CANSIM 
252-0053, 2010/11 

(4) Alberta Health Services, Addictions and mental health division 

Costs in the Model 
The analysis takes a forward looking perspective and examines the incidence costs (i.e., costs of new 
cases.) It does not focus on costs currently incurred for those who have been charged and sentenced 
in the past, as Zhang (2008) and the Parliamentary Budget Officer (2013) have done. In our analysis, 
future year incarceration and mental health costs are included in the costs of the current cohort. As 
the charged persons proceed through the criminal justice system, they will incur costs. Cost per 
person at each of the events in the criminal justice system are shown in Table 2, and for mental 
health services in Table 3. 
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Table 2: Unit costs in the Alberta criminal justice system 

Service Unit cost Method and data sources 

Police $7873 per 
charged and 
diverted cases 

Provincial and municipal police expenditures ($1.021 b including fixed 
costs)1 adjusted down by 65% to estimate criminal related expenses.2 
This amount was allocated over all adult and youth3 charged persons 
(80,426) and diverted cases (3861)4 to obtain a cost per case. 

Prosecution $1053 per 
charged case 

Prosecution costs are based on the criminal justice services 
component of the Legal Services Branch ($79.9 m),5 increased by 
6% ($4.8 m.) for accommodations overhead.5 The number of adult 
and youth cases (80,426) were used as the denominator to obtain a 
cost per case. 

Public 
defender 

$901 per case 
receiving legal 
aid 

Legal Aid Alberta reports6 cost per adult criminal case for 2010/2011 
in its Annual Report 2012, Table 7. In 2011/12, 18,600 criminal cases 
received certificates for service which is 43% of all cases. The 
majority of costs are covered by the provincial government, through 
the society. 

Courts $3442 per 
criminal case 

Court costs are based on 2010-11 reported court expenses ($187.9) 
and accommodation overheads ($49.3).5 Family court costs ($8.7 m) 
were removed. An allocation factor of 64% was applied to exclude 
civil cases,7 resulting in a total cost estimate of $146.2 m. A volume 
of services denominator of adult 42,468 cases was used to obtain a 
unit cost.8 

Corrections $9147 per 
sentenced 
case 

Based on federal and provincial incarcerations and community 
sentences. 

Provincial incarcerations. There were 39,995 provincial 
incarcerations9 with an average sentence of 29.01 days.10 The cost 
per day was $119,11 excluding fixed costs, for a total per case cost of 
$3452. 

Federal incarcerations. Federal incarcerations were 2% of all 
incarcerated cases,12 or 1283 cases. Average days of a federal 
sentence was 1205.6.13 The average federally sentenced person 
serves 37% of the sentencing time in prison (446 days).14 The 
remainder of the sentence, 759 days, are parole days. The average 
incarcerated cost per day is $322.51.15 The average cost per parole 
day is $81.16 The average federal per case cost is, therefore, 
$205,384. 

Community sentences. There were 10,419 community sentences17 
with an average sentence length of 285 days.18 The average daily 
cost of a community sentence is $24,19 resulting in an average per 
case cost of $6840. 

Average sentence cost. The cost per sentence, averaged over the 
three types of sentences, using the number of each type of sentence 
as a weight, was $9147. 

References 
1 Total Expenditure- Statistics Canada (2010). Police Resources in Canada. Available: 

http://www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/85-225-x/2010000/t009-eng.pdf. 
2 Department of Justice Canada (2008). Cost of crime in Canada, 2008. Page 5, footnote #2. Available: 

http://www.justice.gc.ca/eng/pi/rs/rep-rap/2011/rr10_5/index.html. 
3 Statistics Canada. Incidence based crime statistics, by detailed violations, all criminal code violations 

(excluding traffic), total federal statute violations. CANSIM 252-0051, 2010/11. 
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4 Alberta Solicitor General and Public Security. 
5 Alberta Justice, Annual Report 2010 – 2011, Schedules 5 and 8. 
6 Legal Aid Alberta reports cost per adult criminal case for 2010/2011 in its Annual Report 2012, Table 7. 
7 Parliamentary Budgetary Officer (2013). 
8 Statistics Canada, Adult Criminal courts, number of cases and charges by type of decision, Alberta, 

criminal cases excluding traffic, 2010. CANSIM Table 252-0053. 
9 Statistics Canada, Adult correctional services, admissions to provincial, territorial and provincial 

programs (Alberta), 2010. 
10 Statistics Canada (nd). Adult correctional services in Canada, 2008-2009- Reference tables. Table 11: 

Sentenced and remand released from provincial/territorial custody, by length of time served, 2008/2009. 
11 Statistics Canada (nd). Adult correctional services in Canada, 2008-2009- Reference tables. Table 4: 

Average daily cost of offenders in provincial/territorial custody, 2006/2007 to 2008/2009. 
12 Based upon probability of federal or provincial incarceration- Total custodial federal admissions - 8323 

Source: Statistics Canada (2010). Table 251-0003, Adult correctional services, admission to federal 
programs. Available: http://www.statcan.ca; Total custodial provincial admissions - 253,744 Source: 
Statistics Canada (2010). Table 251-0002, Adult correctional services, admission to provincial and 
territorial programs. Available: http://www.statcan.ca/. 

13 Statistics Canada (nd). Adult correctional services in Canada, 2008-2009- Reference tables. Table 29: 
Warrant of committal admissions to federal facilities, by length of aggregate sentence on admission, 
2006/2007 to 2008/2009. 

14 Zhang 2012. 
15 Statistics Canada (nd). Adult correctional services in Canada, 2008-2009- Reference tables. Table 25: 

Average daily cost per federal inmate, 2006/2007 to 2008/2009. 
16 Zhang (2012) page 101. 
17 10, 452: Statistics Canada (2010). Adult correctional services, average counts of offenders, by 

province, territory, and federal programs (Alberta). Available: http://www.statcan.gc.ca/tables-
tableaux/sum-som/l01/cst01/legal31k-eng.htm. 

18 Zhang (2012) page 101. 
19 Zhang (2012) page 102. 

Table 3: Unit mental health costs 

Service Cost Data source 

Court diversion $815 per case 1)See Table 2 

Review $3443 per review 
$13,772 for one 
case 

2010 – 2011 expenditures were $1,194,920, 
and 347 cases were reviewed.2 

The average case was treated for 3.625 years, 
requiring four reviews.3 

Outpatient forensic services $881 per 
case/year 

4 

Inpatient forensic services   

      NCR forensic cases $274,723 per 
case per year. 

$995,878 per 
case 

Forensic NCR cases have an average stay of 
344 days during the year.5 Based on the 
Ontario cost per day of a medium security 
case ($747), the facility cost per case is 
$52,206. 

Physician fees include an initial visit, daily 
consults with staff, and a direct visit every 3 
days. $17,756 per case.6 



 May 2014 

Criminal justice and forensic psychiatry costs in Alberta 6 

The average case was in hospital for 3.625 
years. 

      Not NCR forensic cases $58,159 per case Forensic non-NCR cases have an average 
stay of 113 days.5 Based on the Ontario cost 
per day of a low security case ($4624), the 
institutional cost per case is $256,968. 

Physician fees include an initial visit, daily 
consults with staff, and a direct visit every 3 
days. $5953 per case.6 

Forensic psychiatry – federal 
cases 

$126,315 per 
case per year 

There were 207 total beds in Prairie federal 
treatment centres. Occupancy was 70%, or 
150 used beds. Alberta has 62% of prairie 
population, so we estimated 93 Alberta beds. 
The annual cost per bed at Prairie Treatment 
Centres is $126,312. The annual cost of 93 
beds is $11.7 million. The average stay in 
federal treatment centres is 88 days, and for 
an estimated 33,945 days (93 beds x 365 
days) there was an average 386 patients. The 
cost per patient was $30,310.7 

Sources 
1 See Table 2 
2 British Columbia Review Board. Report 2009-11 
3 Crocker (2013) 
4 Data based on estimate from Ontario forensic facility 
5 Alberta Health Services, Forensic Division 
6 Alberta Health and Wellness, Medical 
7 Correctional Services Canada (2011) 

As stated, we assume that there is one person per case, as some of the data are reported in terms of 
the number of cases prosecuted, not in terms of persons who are prosecuted. The numerators, cost, 
include both variable and fixed (accommodation) costs. 

We averaged police costs over all of the charged and diverted cases. Of course, police resources are 
also used on investigations on uncharged crimes, but there are no adequate denominators for these. 
The costs of sentences were averaged over federal and provincial incarcerations and community 
sentences. 

Psychiatric cases are divided into those that are diverted, those assessed and judged as UST or NCR, 
and those treated while under sentence. The cost of NCR/UST cases include the costs of 
assessment, annual reviews and psychiatric care while under detention. These cases are in the system 
for a number of years and the average NCR/UST case has detainment and review costs, combined, 
of just over $1 million dollars per person. We were unable to determine initial psychiatric assessment 
costs, which might add an additional $500 to $1000 per assessment. Forensic psychiatry costs for 
sentenced cases fell into three categories: provincial outpatient (3032 cases, according to Alberta 
Health Services), provincial inpatient services (369 cases) and federal cases (128 cases). Case costs 
for each are shown in Table 4 and these were averaged over the number of each type of case. The 
average case cost over all 3529 psychiatric cases that were sentenced was $11,420. 
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Table 4: Psychiatric costs 

 Number Cost per year Years in care Cost per person 

Inpatient NCR 116 $274,723 3.625 $995,871 

Inpatient other 369 $58,159 1.000 $58,159 

Federal psychiatric 128 $126,315 1.000 $126,315 

Outpatient 3032 $881 1.000 $881 

Persons/average cost  $3,529  $11,420 

RESULTS 
There are a number of alternative routes that a person can take following being charged. The most 
common one is to be processed through the courts (59.95% of those charged), to be found guilty 
(60.8% of those tried), and to be sentenced but not provided forensic psychiatric services (86.79% of 
those sentenced). Thus only a small percentage of those who are potentially charged (i.e., charged or 
diverted) are diverted, and a very small number of those charged are UST and a small number are 
NCR. Nevertheless, these people incur forensic psychiatry services. 

On average, the cost of someone being charged, taking all contingencies into account, is $16,138. Of 
this amount, the expected cost of receiving forensic psychiatry services was $2,175, or 13.4% of the 
total. Of the total expected forensic psychiatry costs, UST and NCR costs were 74%. Of the non – 
reviewed (non UCR and non NCR) cases, which amounted to $24 million in our analysis, $21.4 
million, or 89.1%, were inpatient costs. 

DISCUSSION 
We developed a description of the flow of persons through the criminal justice system, and of the 
services that they receive, which includes services for the people with mental illnesses. Our flow 
characterizes the Alberta system and we used Alberta data where available. We took a government 
or public perspective in our cost estimation. On average, a person in Alberta who is charged with a 
criminal offence will generate $16,138 in public costs, including police, prosecution and court costs. 
Of these costs $2175, about 13%, are spent on forensic psychiatry services. The bulk of forensic 
psychiatry costs were inpatient, federal or provincial. 

Our model is a contribution to the economics of system-wide criminal justice costs in Canada, 
originally developed by Zhang (2008). In that paper, the costs of crime amounted to $31.4 billion 
nationally. However, that paper did not estimate the costs of individual crimes, which would be an 
important consideration to assess investments in prevention programs. We also based our analysis 
on the recent report on criminal justice expenditures in Canada, by the Office of the Parliamentary 
Budget Officer (PBO) (2013), which calculated criminal justice costs for Alberta, on an annual basis, 
but not on a per person basis. The PBO estimated criminal justice system costs for Alberta to be 
about $1.5 billion. In addition to presenting unit costs, our study is the first to add the costs of 
services for mental illnesses to criminal justice costs. As well, our study presents costs on a per-
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person (per charged person) basis, which is important information for understanding how much 
each extra charged person costs. 

It would have been preferable to report costs on the basis of the number of crimes reported, or 
persons arrested, but the system currently does not provide data on the linkage between crimes 
committed, crimes solved, and persons charged. Rather, we had to use data on charges and make the 
assumption that there is one person charged per crime charged. This will not always be the case, but 
it is a useful starting assumption. To the extent that people have multiple charges, our estimate is a 
conservative estimate of the cost/person. 

In addition, unit costs are not precise for any of the police system, the court system, the corrections 
system or forensic psychiatry. The overall data on costs may be available, but it is not collected in 
the format that permits analysis of individual persons’ costs. This limits the utility of such data for 
informing decision making. 

In this analysis we omitted Supreme Court Costs, which are the one type of federal court costs that 
are, at least in part, directly related to criminal justice. We did not have sufficient data to estimate the 
Alberta component of these costs. According to the Parliamentary Budget Officer report, these 
costs are not material. 

We should also point out that our results describe the situation as it now is, not as it should be. We 
did not address whether there are still persons who have mental illness within the criminal justice 
system but who do not receive forensic psychiatry services. Nor did we address the issue of whether 
patients in the system are being optimally treated. Generally, as most cases are provincial rather than 
federal, sentences are very short (on average about 20 days), far too short to be handled ideally. 
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