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After days of damaging news stories about an administration policy that separated immigrant 

families at the Southern border, President Trump tried to change the narrative Friday. He spoke 

up for grieving family members who have lost loved ones at the hands of people in the country 

illegally. 

Trump has frequently pointed to sympathetic crime victims to justify his get-tough policies at the 

Southern border. But experts say the president's rhetoric overstates the threat posed by 

immigrants, who tend to commit crime at lower rates than people who are born in the United 

States. 

"These are the families the media ignores," Trump said of crime victims. "These are the stories 

that Democrats and people that are weak on immigration, they don't want to discuss, they don't 

want to hear, they don't want to see, they don't want to talk about." 

The president was joined at the White House by more than a dozen parents whose children were 

killed — in some cases in traffic accidents — by immigrants in the country illegally. Their 

stories offered a counterpoint to those filling newspapers and television broadcasts this week of 

immigrant children forcibly separated from their parents after crossing the border illegally. 

Trump reversed course and ended his family separation policy on Wednesday. But he vowed to 

continue a crackdown on illegal immigration, defying critics. 

"They don't talk about the death and destruction caused by people who shouldn't be here," the 

president said. "People that will continuously get into trouble and do bad things." 

During the 2016 campaign, Trump often highlighted the case of Kate Steinle, who was fatally 

shot in San Francisco by Jose Ines Garcia Zarate, a Mexican national who had repeatedly crossed 

the border illegally. Garcia Zarate was acquitted of second-degree murder last year. A California 

jury was apparently convinced by the defense argument that the shooting was accidental. 

https://www.npr.org/2018/06/20/621798823/speaker-ryan-plans-immigration-votes-amid-doubts-that-bills-can-pass
http://www.politifact.com/truth-o-meter/article/2017/dec/18/Donald-Trumps-misleading-claims-in-Kate-Steinle/


While any death is tragic, a February 2018 study by the Cato Institute using 2015 crime statistics 

from Texas found immigrants in the country illegally were 25 percent less likely to be convicted 

of homicide than native-born Americans. (Legl immigrants were 87 percent less likely.) 

According to the study, immigrants in the country illegally were also 11.5 percent less likely 

than native-born Americans to be convicted of sexual assault and 79 percent less likely to be 

convicted of larceny. 

The study found higher conviction rates among illegal immigrants for gambling, kidnapping, 

smuggling and vagrancy, but those offenses were rare and made up a tiny fraction of overall 

crime in Texas in 2015. 

A separate March 2018 study in the journal Criminology looked at whether violent crime 

increases as the number of immigrants living illegally in a community goes up. Researchers 

found it does not. If anything, the opposite is true: Violent crime appears to fall when more 

immigrants are living in a community illegally. 

Trump disputed those findings during his White House event Friday but he did not offer 

evidence to the contrary. 

In the aggregate, Trump said, immigrants in the country illegally are responsible for tens of 

thousands of crimes. He pointed to a 2011 study by the Government Accountability Office which 

estimated undocumented immigrants had committed some 25,000 homicides, 42,000 robberies 

and nearly 70,000 sex offenses. That estimate was extrapolated from a survey of 1,000 

undocumented immigrants held in state and federal prisons. It offered no time frame in which the 

crimes might have been committed and no basis for comparison with the native-born population. 

In the past, the president has exaggerated threats facing the U.S. to justify his travel ban, tough-

on-crime measures and a now-folded commission on voter fraud. 

In an interview with NPR last month, White House chief of staff John Kelly acknowledged that 

most people crossing the border illegally do not pose a security threat. 

"The vast majority of the people that move illegally into the United States are not bad people," 

Kelly said. "They're not criminals. They're not MS-13" gang members. 

Kelly defended the administration's Southern border crackdown, however, arguing that 

immigrants coming from rural parts of Central America with little education might not easily 

assimilate into the United States. 

"We must maintain a Strong Southern Border," Trump tweeted Friday. "We cannot allow our 

country to be overrun by illegal immigrants as the Democrats tell their phony stories of sadness 

and grief." 

The president made similar comments in a meeting with lawmakers earlier this week. 

"We have to be strong on the border," Trump said Wednesday. "Otherwise, you'll have millions 

of people coming up — not thousands, like we have now; you'll have millions of people flowing 

up and just overtaking the country. And we're not letting that happen." 

https://www.cato.org/publications/immigration-research-policy-brief/criminal-immigrants-texas-illegal-immigrant
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/1745-9125.12175
https://www.gao.gov/new.items/d11187.pdf
https://www.npr.org/2017/02/17/515841111/through-exaggerated-statements-trump-looks-to-justify-his-policies
https://www.npr.org/2018/05/10/609478998/john-kelly-despite-times-of-deep-frustration-no-regrets-taking-white-house-job
https://twitter.com/realDonaldTrump/status/1010156224749408258
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/remarks-president-trump-vice-president-pence-meeting-members-congress/


Illegal immigration at the Southern border dropped off sharply in the early months of the Trump 

administration. But in recent months, the number of apprehensions has rebounded, driven in part 

by a growing number of children and families. Overall, the number of illegal border crossers is 

still lower now than it was in 2014 and a fraction of what it was a decade earlier. 

 

 

https://www.cbp.gov/newsroom/stats/sw-border-migration
https://www.cbp.gov/sites/default/files/assets/documents/2017-Dec/BP%20Total%20Apps%2C%20Mexico%2C%20OTM%20FY2000-FY2017.pdf
https://www.npr.org/2018/06/22/622611182/crying-toddler-on-widely-shared-time-cover-was-not-separated-from-mother
https://www.npr.org/2018/06/22/622611182/crying-toddler-on-widely-shared-time-cover-was-not-separated-from-mother

