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Law enforcement agencies throughout the country
use a variety of tools to combat crime. Among

the resources available to them are court issued
communication intercepts, which are commonly
referred to as wiretaps. Over the past several years,
a growing number of communication intercepts

have been issued at both the Federal and State
level. Between 1997 and 2008, for example, 17,769
intercepts were issued throughout the United States.
These intercepts resulted in 47,254 arrests and 8,826
convictions—at a cost of nearly $1 billion.

This state data brief examines communication
intercepts issued in Nevada, including the prevalence
of intercepts issued, trends over time, and their
impact in terms of associated arrests, convictions,
and cost. National and county-level comparisons

are made throughout the brief. Data sources and
limitations are also discussed.

Prevalence of Intercepts

From 1997-2008, 18,767 wire, oral, or electronic
communication intercepts were authorized by state
and Federal courts. Of these, 17,769 wiretaps were
installed. During this time period, 149 communication
intercepts were installed in Nevada.

From 1997-2008, an average of 5.4 wiretaps per
10,000 state residents were authorized in Nevada.
This rate ranks Nevada 5th highest in the United
States—above 9th-ranked Arizona (2.4 per 10,000)
but slightly below 4th-ranked California (5.9 per
10,000) (Table 1).

Intercepts Authorized Over Time

Nevada averaged over 12 wiretap authorizations
per year in the twelve-year period from 1997-2008.i
In Nevada, the annual rate (per 10,000 population)

HIGHLIGHTS

+ Atotal of 149 communication intercepts were
installed in Nevada.

* In 2008, Nevada’s per capita rate of communication
intercepts authorized was 5th highest in the
country.

* Nevada’s rate of authorized communication
intercepts fluctuated over time, with a sharp
increase in 2007, and a four-fold increase between
2006 and 2008.

+ Eighty-seven percent of communication intercepts
installed in Clark County are wiretaps.

*  From 1997-2008, Clark County spent less than half
of the national average per installed communication
intercept, but doubled the national average for cost
per arrest.

*  During the past 12 years, Clark County reported
a total of 73 arrests and 14 convictions based on
information obtained via communication intercepts.

* Clark County is below the national average in
conviction percentage, arrests made per intercept
installed, and average number of convictions per
intercept installed.

fluctuated greatly over time. In 2008, the wiretap rate
was 18.5 authorizations per 10,000; whereas in 2005,
the rate was 1.2 (Figure 1). Rates in other states in
the region, like California, have followed a similar
pattern; whereas in other states, like Arizona, the
pattern has remained more constant. Compared to the
national trend, between 1997-2008, variations in the
rate of wiretaps authorized in Nevada over the past
several years have been more varied.
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Types of Intercepts used in Clark County

The most common type of communication
interception in Nevada’s largest county, Clark County,
is the wiretapping of telephones (landline, cellular,
etc). Of the 120 communication intercepts installed

in Clark County from 1997-2008, 104 (87%) were
wiretaps (Table 2).

The prevalence of wiretaps installed in Clark County
is slightly higher than the national average (87% vs.
83%), while the use of oral intercepts (microphone,
eavesdropping, etc) is similar (2.5% vs. 2.5%).

The use of electronic intercepts (computers, fax

machines, etc) is considerably less common in

Clark County (2.5% vs. 10.3%), while the use of a
combination of intercepts was nearly twice as likely in
Clark County than seen nationally (8.3% vs. 4.5%).

Cost of Intercepts

From 1997-2008, nearly $1 billion was spent on
communication intercepts. This figure translates into
an average cost of $55,277 per intercept installed,
$20,624 per arrest, and $112,888 per conviction.
During that same period, Clark County averaged
less than half of the national average per intercept
installed ($27,491), but doubled the national average
for cost per arrest ($45,745) and spending more per
conviction ($133,463).

When compared to other jurisdictions in the Western
United States, Clark County spent less per intercept
installed and per conviction than Los Angeles County,
California ($43,047 and $480,925) or Maricopa
County, Arizona ($223,132 and $252,888) (Table 3).

Arrest and Conviction Rates

In the past 12 years, nationally, 47,254 arrests

and 8,825 convictions have been reported as a

result of the use of communication intercepts.

Clark County reported a total of 73 arrests and 14
convictions during the same time. When compared

to national averages, Clark County trails in conviction
percentage (18.9% vs. 14.2%), arrests made per
intercept installed (2.7 vs. .7), and average number of
convictions per incept installed (.51 vs. .12).
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Data Source and Limitations

The communication intercept data for this state data
brief was obtained from the United States Federal
Courts annual wiretap reports, 1997-2008. These
reports include data from all U.S. states that have
statutes authorizing communication intercepts, the
U.S. Virgin Islands, and the District of Columbia.ii
Of the reporting jurisdictions, seven states reported
no installation orders of communication intercepts in
the 12 years that U.S. Courts have been collecting
data. In 2001, Nevada did not report any wiretap
information to the U.S. Courts. This lack of data could
have lead to minor fluctuations in averages for both
the State of Nevada, and Clark County. In addition,
Clark County was the only county that consistently
reported data over the time period for the state of
Nevada.

Population data for this report is based on census
data and estimates from the U.S. Census Bureau.
Since the national census is only conducted once
every 10 years (last census was conducted in 2000),
the data in the brief is based on population estimates
calculated by the Census Bureau. As a result,
population estimates could lead to slight variations in
per capita calculations.
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END NOTES

i In 2001, Nevada did not report any wiretap informa-
tion to the U.S. Courts.

ii. Alabama, Arkansas, Kentucky, Michigan, Montana,
and Vermont do not have statutes authorizing communication
intercepts.
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CENTER FOR CRIME AND JUSTICE POLICY
STATE DATA BRIEF SERIES

This report is part of the “Research in Brief” series
produced by the Center for Crime and Justice Policy
at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas. The Center is
housed in the Department of Criminal Justice, which
is located in the Greenspun College of Urban Affairs.
Research in Briefs are modeled after the Bureau of
Justice Statistics’ Special Reports and Bulletins.

The Briefs provide summaries of various criminal justice
system practices in Nevada over time, and highlight
differences between Nevada and other states. These
reports cover all aspects of the criminal justice system,
including trends in crime and arrests, police practices,
prosecution, pretrial activities, adjudication, sentencing,
and corrections. Although Research in Briefs typically
focus on criminal justice issues within Nevada, these
reports may focus on national issues as well.

Research in Briefs are designed to provide members
of the general public, local officials, community
organizations, and media outlets a concise and
objective profile of current crime and criminal trends
in Nevada and elsewhere. These briefs may serve as
a foundation for informed discussions of future crime
control policies and practices.
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Questions of comments about the information contained
in this report, data used to generate this report, or about
other resources available related to this topic should be
addressed to:

Terance D. Miethe, Ph.D.

Research in Brief Project Coordinator
Center for Analysis of Crime Statistics
University of Nevada, Las Vegas
4505 Maryland Parkway - Box 5009
Las Vegas, NV 89154-5009

Phone: 702-895-0236
Fax: 702-895-0252
Email: miethe@unlv.nevada.edu
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