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The murder of University of Iowa sophomore Mollie Tibbetts by an immigrant farm worker was 

abominable and tragic. But it is absolutely shameful that President Trump and other 

restrictionists have seized on this incident to justify the collective punishment and demonization 

of all unauthorized immigrants. 

Using horrific incidents to push preferred policies has become a depressing political ritual in this 

country. Trump, of course, is among our most egregious offenders. He routinely draws attention 

to the families of Americans killed by illegal immigrants to rally the public around his draconian 

immigration policies. 

This time, he and the GOP have gone to a whole new low. 

The police had barely recovered Tibbetts' body from the cornfields where Christian Bahena 

Rivera, her alleged murderer, had dumped her that Trump demanded that Americans elect more 

Republicans to fix America's immigration laws, which he called a "disgrace." The GOP's 

Virginia Senate nominee, Corey Stewart, a known friend of white 

supremacists, condemned "weak politicians" who are "afraid" to enforce the nation's immigration 

laws. Texas Gov. Gregg Abbott stoked popular outrage against sanctuary jurisdictions that he 

insinuated jeopardized public safety (never mind that this murder had nothing to do with 

sanctuary policies since Iowa does not embrace them). But the prize for crassness might go 

to National Review, for whom immigration restriction has been a signature issue for a long time. 

It ran an article insinuating that this incident somehow made it illicit to criticize the 

administration's cruel family separation border policies. 

The speed with which restrictionists politicized Tibbetts' story — disregarding pleas by 

her family members not to do so — is surprising, but the script is not. This is exactly what they 

did after the San Francisco murder of Katie Steinle by a deranged illegal immigrant. And 

although Democrats are now making abolishing ICE a rallying cry, their august leaders, such as 
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Hillary Clinton and California Sen. Dianne Feinstein, at the time happily went along 

with demonizing unauthorized immigrants as criminals. 

The reality, however, is the exact opposite. 

FBI statistics show that border towns like San Diego and El Paso, which have large unauthorized 

populations, have some of the lowest crime rates in the country — and conversely cities like 

Detroit and Baltimore that have few immigrants have among the highest. Correlation is not 

causation, and it is possible that undocumented immigrants move to cities with low crime rates 

rather than actually lowering these rates — although this would still show that undocumented 

immigrants don't lead to a rise in crime. However, there is other evidence that suggests that in 

fact they do indeed lead to a drop in crime rates. 

Between 1991 and 2008, California added an unprecedented 3.7 million foreigners — about a 

third of them unauthorized. And what happened to the Golden State's crime rate? It dropped an 

eye-popping 55 percent. 

What's true for California is also true for the rest of the country. Multiple studies attribute the 

precipitous drop in the national crime rate in the 1990s to a growth in immigration, specifically 

undocumented immigration. University of Wisconsin's Michael Light found earlier this year that 

the undocumented population in the United States has tripled since 1990, but the violent crime 

rate has halved. 

These national trends dovetail nicely with state prison stats. A 2008 study by the University of 

California's Ruben Rumbaut found that American-born men between 18 and 39 are five times 

more likely to be incarcerated than foreign born men of the same age, including undocumented 

ones. His findings are totally consistent with those of the Federal Reserve's Kristin Butcher and 

Anne Morrison Piehl. They looked at the 1980, 1990, and 2000 Census data and found that the 

incarceration rates in the same 18-to-40 male cohort were far lower for immigrants than native-

born men even though the former had lower wages and far worse health outcomes. What's more, 

this gap widened every year so that by 2000, native-born men were five times more likely to be 

incarcerated than immigrant men. 

The most recent evidence confirming all this comes from Cato Institute's Alex Nowrasteh, who 

examined the incarceration data of Texas, the only state in the country that tracks convictions by 

immigration status. He found that in 2015, the rate of convictions per 100,000 undocumented 

immigrants was 16 percent lower than that of the native-born. What's more, the illegal immigrant 

conviction rate for homicide was 56 percent below that of the native born, the restrictionist hype 

about Tibbetts' murder notwithstanding. 

The evidence is so compelling that even the ultra-restrictionists at the Center for Immigration 

Studies have been forced to admit that a "lot of data does suggest immigrants are less likely to be 

involved in crime." But they claim that this might be due to aggressive interior enforcement and 

deportation policies. 
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