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A central point of an executive order President Trump signed on Wednesday —
and a mainstay of his campaign speeches — is the view that undocumented
immigrants pose a threat to public safety.

But several studies, over many years, have concluded that immigrants are
less likely to commit crimes than people born in the United States. And experts
say the available evidence does not support the idea that undocumented
immigrants commit a disproportionate share of crime.

“There’s no way I can mess with the numbers to get a different conclusion,”
said Alex Nowrasteh, immigration policy analyst at the libertarian Cato Institute,
which advocates more liberal immigration laws.

Mr. Trump often cites specific cases of undocumented immigrants
committing or being charged with crimes, like the 2015 killing in San Francisco of
Kathryn Steinle, whose accused killer had repeatedly been convicted of crimes
and deported, yet slipped back into the United States.

His executive order states that many people who enter the country illegally
“present a significant threat to national security and public safety.” It directs the
Department of Homeland Security to publish a weekly “comprehensive list of
criminal actions committed by aliens and any jurisdiction that ignored or
otherwise failed to honor any detainers with respect to such aliens.”

Analyses of census data from 1980 through 2010 show that among men ages
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18 to 49, immigrants were one-half to one-fifth as likely to be incarcerated as
those born in the United States. Across all ages and sexes, about 7 percent of the
nation’s population are noncitizens, while figures from the Justice Department
show that about 5 percent of inmates in state and federal prisons are noncitizens.

Opponents of immigration often point out that in federal prisons, a much higher
share of inmates, 22 percent, are noncitizens. But federal prisons hold a small
fraction of the nation’s inmates, and in many ways, it is an unusual population.
About one-third of noncitizen federal inmates are serving time for immigration
offenses — usually re-entering the country illegally after being deported — that
are not covered by state law.

With about 43 million foreign-born people living in the country, and about 11
million of them here illegally, immigrants are a large slice of the population, and
are no doubt to blame for a large share of the crime. The Department of
Homeland Security has estimated that 1.9 million noncitizens living in the United
States — whether legally or illegally — have been convicted of criminal offenses
and could be deported. The Migration Policy Institute, a research group that does
not advocate immigration policies, estimated that 820,000 of those people were
in the country illegally, including 300,000 with felony convictions.

“The tone and tenor of the president’s executive order blurs the line between
who’s a serious criminal and who isn’t,” and between documented and
undocumented immigrants, said Randy Capps, the institute’s director of research
for United States programs. There is no national accounting of criminality
specifically by people who are in the country illegally. But Mr. Nowrasteh said he
had analyzed the available figures and concluded that undocumented immigrants
had crime rates somewhat higher than those here legally, but much lower than
those of citizens.

A version of this article appears in print on January 27, 2017, on Page A14 of the New York edition
with the headline: Migrants Less Likely to Commit Crimes.
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