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Abstract

We study whether the forced removal of undocumented immigrants from the United

States increases violent crime in Mexican municipalities. Using municipal panel data on

homicide rates matched with annual deportation flows from the United States to Mexico,

we assess whether municipalities with repatriation points experience higher violent crime

with surges in deportation flows. We consistently find that municipalities with greater ge-

ographic exposure to deportation flows have higher violent crime. The effects are mostly

driven by increments in homicide rates of young males and minors.
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1 Introduction

With the unprecedented growth of international migration, many developed countries have

increased enforcement policies to decrease the flow of illegal immigrants into their countries.

For instance, total annual forced removals from the United States increased from approxi-

mately 400,000 in 1998 to 1.7 million in 2013 (DHS, 2014), with more than 95% of the total

number of deportees being sent to Mexico and Central America. Additionally, the current ad-

ministration of the United States has placed an increased emphasis on illegal immigration —

further increasing deportations (see The New York Times, 2017 and The Washington Post,

2017 for reports).1

This article examines the effects of deportations from host countries on violent crime in the

origin countries focusing on the case of the United States and Mexico. Identifying these ef-

fects is crucial for the adequate formulation of public policy to inform the current debate

on the consequences of increasing immigration enforcement in the United States and on the

possible unintended effects of these policies. Additionally, it is an important step towards

preventing higher levels of violence in origin locations and interrupting the vicious cycle of

violence-driven migration towards the United States.

A link between destination country enforcement policy and origin country crime may occur

through two main channels. First, the selective removal of individuals with previous criminal

backgrounds may create concentrated flows of deportees with weak ties to their home coun-

try, insufficient skills valued in the formal labor market, but substantial criminal and correc-

tional experiences. Such deportees may have a higher tendency to turn to criminal activity to

generate income, with enforcement policy effectively exporting crime to the home nation. For

example, to the extent that the individual’s experience in the United States was criminogenic

(e.g., migrant youth growing up in and acculturating to the norms of very poor United States

1Official statistics are not yet available.
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neighborhoods, criminality-enhancing experiences within the United States criminal justice

system, developed formal ties with United States street gangs, etc.), the migrant may return

to the source country more criminally prone than when he or she left for the United States

(or relative to the person’s counterfactual criminality in the absence of the trip north). Depor-

tees with formal ties to United States street gangs may seek out local gangs upon removal,

start local divisions of their organization, and even help expand their activities transnationally.

Deportees with previous criminal backgrounds, consequently, could possibly become perpe-

trators of crime upon their return to their home countries (Bain et al., 2006). This issue has

recently come to the fore with a surge in the migration of unaccompanied minors from Cen-

tral America to the United States (Nakamura, 2014; Meyer et al., 2014). Press accounts of

the unaccompanied minor flow stress the extremely high violence and, in particular, the activ-

ity of criminal gangs in Central America as a major push factor (Markon and Partlow, 2015;

Fisher, 2016). The criminal gangs, in turn, have direct connections to the United States and

even bear the names of and have connections to violent United States’ street gangs (such as

the “18th Street” or the “MS-13” gangs). In fact, even deported individuals without previous

criminal backgrounds may decide to turn to crime to generate income.

Second, large scale deportation and strict border enforcement may create a large pool of po-

tential criminal victims among deportees and those trying to migrate without authorization.

Migrants are often returned to repatriations points located along the United States border

with Mexico, or to a few select repatriation points within the country’s interior; not neces-

sarily near their municipalities of origin. Many migrants stay in the areas to which they were

deported in the hope of returning to the United States and may fall prey to individuals seek-

ing to rob deportees and perhaps extort their families (as documented qualitatively by Slack,

2015). Migrants without criminal backgrounds, but who have lived for long periods of time

outside of their home countries, hence, may be more likely to become crime victims (De

León, 2013). Several media outlets, for instance, suggest that deported non-criminals face a
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higher likelihood of victimization when they are deported from the United States and arrive

to Mexico (see The Washington Post, 2010; Los Angeles Times, 2011; and Advocacy for Hu-

man Rights in the Americas, 2011 for examples).

We explore the effects of regional concentration of U.S. deportation flows on local Mexi-

can crime between 1998 and 2015. While crime rates have been declining over the last two

decades in most regions of the world, crime and violent crime in particular, have surged in

Central America and Mexico (Di Tella et al., 2010).2 Moreover, during our study period the

United States drastically increased border and internal immigration enforcement activities.

Policy makers in Mexico and Central America, consequently, continuously express concerns

about the possible effects that forced deportations from the United States may have on the

violent crime upsurge in this region (Seelke, 2014).

Specifically, we examine the effects of deportation from the United States on homicide rates

in Mexico using an annual-municipal panel. Our empirical strategy involves testing for an

interaction effect of the location of repatriation points and deportation levels on municipality-

level crime. As such, we test whether Mexican municipalities with repatriation points see

increments in their violent crime in years when deportations flows from the U.S. increase.

We consistently find large effects of deportation flows on homicide rates. Our estimates sug-

gest that when deportations from the Unites States increase by 1,000 individuals, total homi-

cide rates increase by 0.24 in municipalities with repatriation centers. The point estimates

correspond to a 1.7 percent change over the mean homicide rates (13.99 per 100,000 indi-

viduals). When studying the effects of deportation flows on homicide rates by gender and

age, we find that the increments in total homicide rates are completely driven by an increase

in young males homicide rates (ages 20 to 39). Particularly, our estimates suggest that when

deportations from the United States increase by 1,000 individuals, municipalities with repatri-

2According to the 2013 Global Study on Homicide, between 1995 and 2012, homicide rates in Central
America increased by 51.4%, from 17.5 to 26.5 victims per 100,000 population; positioning the 8 countries
of this region as the most violent in the world (UNODC, 2014).
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ation centers see an increase of 0.14 in their young males homicide rates relative to the other

municipalities. These effects correspond to a 2.1 percent change over the mean homicide rate

for young males (6.71 per 100,000 individuals). Overall, our results strongly suggest that de-

portations are increasing violent crime in recipient municipalities. As such, deportations may

be perpetuating the cycle of violence and further enlarging violence-induced migration back

to the United States.

Our estimates include municipality and year fixed effects, and thus flexibly control for time-

invariant municipal heterogeneity as well as time trends common to all cross sectional ana-

lytical units. Our estimates will be valid so long as there are no other time-varying covari-

ates which are also affecting municipalities with and without repatriation points in different

ways. We present several exercises to address these concerns. First, we run a placebo test in

which we randomly assign the location of repatriation points to municipalities close to the

U.S.-Mexican border. Second, we limit our control municipalities to those located closest to

the U.S. Mexican frontier — which are arguably similar to the border municipalities. Addi-

tionally, we control for variables that may be correlated with violent crime in border cities

including cartel presence and migration outflows (measured through total population counts).

Our results are robust to all of these exercises.

Our paper contributes to the literature that studies the effects of migration on crime. Most ex-

isting studies have focused on the effects of migration in host countries. This line of research

typically finds small to no effects of immigration on crime and suggests that, on average, the

immigrant population offends at a lower rate compared to the native born (Butcher and Piehl,

1998; Reid et al., 2005; Moehling and Piehl, 2009; Wadsworth, 2010; Stowell et al., 2013;

Bell et al., 2013; Chalfin and McCrary, 2017). Undocumented migrants, however may of-

fend at a higher rate, as a result of their legal status and consequently limited opportunities in

the formal sector (Alonso-Borrego et al., 2012; Baker, 2014; Freedman et al., 2018; Pinotti,

2017; Mastrobuoni and Pinotti, 2015).

5



We contribute to this literature by studying the effects of deportation from host countries on

crime in origin countries. Only a few empirical studies have considered this topic. Most pre-

vious work uses country-level data documenting positive effects of deportations in different

measures of violent crime (see Blake, 2014, Jakubowski, 2010, and Madjd-Sadjadi and Al-

leyne, 2007). The closest paper to our study is Sviatschi (2018) who studies the effects of

U.S. deportations on gang formation in El Salvador. We contribute to this literature by ex-

amining the effects of U.S deportation on homicide rates using micro-level data and a causal

analysis within the country that receives the largest flow of U.S. deportations.

2 U.S. Enforcement Policy

For most of the 20th century, the United States immigration policy pertaining to undocu-

mented immigration involved border enforcement and limited enforcement of immigration

law in the nation’s interior. This changed in 1986 with the passage of the Immigration Re-

form and Control Act (IRCA). In addition to creating an amnesty program for undocumented

immigrants with long-term ties to the United States, IRCA made it illegal to knowingly hire

an undocumented immigrant and authorized the levying of sanctions on employers who vio-

lated either the hiring or paperwork requirements of the law. While very little resources have

been devoted to workplace enforcement and investigation (Brownell, 2005), the 1986 law

marked a shift in the stance of federal policy towards undocumented immigrants and repre-

sents an initial intensification of enforcement of immigration law in the nation’s interior.

The 1996 passage of the Illegal Immigrant Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act (IIRIRA)

represents the beginning of what has been dubbed by Meissner et al. (2013) as the “formidable

deportation machine.” IIRIRA introduced several reforms that increased the speed, volume,

and perhaps qualitative composition of deportation activity. First, IIRIRA streamlined the

formal removal process by eliminating the requirement for judicial review for individuals ap-
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prehended at the border or individuals with a prior removal order.3 Second, IIRIRA redefined

what constitutes an “aggravate felony” for the purposes of making unauthorized immigrants

eligible for formal removal from the country. Prior to 1996, only unauthorized immigrants

and legal permanents residents convicted for relatively serious felonies receiving lengthy

prison sentences were eligible for deportation upon completion of their prison terms. IIRIRA

rendered the definition more inclusive and made possible the retrospective application of the

law for past (i.e., pre-1996) convictions for both unauthorized immigrants and legal perma-

nent residents.

Following the September 11 terrorist attacks of 2001, resources devoted to enforcing immi-

gration law increased greatly. With the creation of the new Department of Homeland Secu-

rity, resources devoted to both border enforcement (the responsibility of the United States

Customs and Border Protection) as well as interior enforcement (the responsibility of the

newly-created Immigration and Customs Enforcement agency) expanded.

Finally, enforcement of immigration law has come to rely more heavily on information gath-

ered by local law enforcement. This began with the introduction of a memorandum of under-

standing between willing local law enforcement agencies and the federal government (287(g)

agreements) that provided training to local law enforcement and delegates authority to locali-

ties to enforce immigration law within its jurisdiction. This was enhanced by the introduction

and complete rollout across United States correctional institutions of the Secure Communities

program between 2008 and 2014. Secure Communities forwards finger prints normally col-

lected in the process of booking criminal defendants following an arrest to the Department of

Homeland Security (DHS). When DHS identifies a deportable alien, a 48-hour hold notice is

issued to the local authorities to facilitate detention and the commencement of formal removal

proceedings. Participation is not voluntary and local agencies cannot opt out of participating.
3The alternative to formal removal is voluntary return, whereby those apprehended simply agree to leave

the country. The consequences of voluntary return are much less severe, as formal removal comes with a ban on
reentry for a fixed period of time and renders subsequent attempts to enter the United States illegally a felony
punishable by federal prison sentences.
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Secure Communities was discontinued in November 2014, and replaced with a more targeted

deportation effort titled the Priority Enforcement Program.

These policy changes greatly increased the volume of deportation as well as the qualitative

nature of deportations. To start, a greater proportion of deportations in recent years involve

formal removal proceedings rather than voluntary returns. Second, the proportion of deporta-

tions resulting from interior enforcement has increased. Finally, criminal deportations (either

due to an actual criminal conviction or an arrest and deportation through the Secure Commu-

nities program) have grown considerably.

Figure I presents historical data on total deportations, deportations through voluntary returns,

and deportations through formal removals. The figure reveals that through most of the 20th

century, nearly all deportations took the form of voluntary returns. This changed in 1996 with

the passage of IIRIRA. By 2012, over half of all deportations resulted from a formal removal

order.

Beginning in 1998, the data on removals can be separated into criminal and non-criminal re-

movals. Panel a of Figure I shows the increasing contribution of criminal removals to formal

removal proceedings. The figure reveals a sharp increase between 2008 and 2013 with the in-

troduction and complete rollout of Secure Communities. Criminal status includes those cases

in which the DHS has evidence of a conviction.4 When stratified by the nationality of depor-

tees, we see the disproportionate representation of Mexicans and Central Americans among

criminal deportees (see Figure II panel b).

4It is important to emphasize that the increase in criminal deportations since 1996 does not necessarily im-
ply more criminal activity among the undocumented and legal permanent resident populations. As we have
already noted, IIRIRA expanded the definition of a deportable offense and made the definition retroactive. In ad-
dition, the increased propensity to use formal removal proceedings rather than voluntary returns renders all who
reenter a felon under federal law. The increase in the use of formal removals is likely behind the rapid growth of
federal inmates serving time for immigration violations since 2000. Finally, Miles and Cox (2014) shows that
many of the immigrants taken into federal custody under the Secure Communities are classified as low risk by
ICE and that the program has had no measurable effect on crime in United States counties (see Blake 2014 and
Dingeman and Rumbaut, 2010).
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2.1 Where are deported individuals sent in Mexico?

Between 1998 and 2015 immigration authorities in the United States used several methodolo-

gies to choose the location of where Mexican nationals would be deported. There were par-

ticular strategies which were more commonly implemented during this period. One of them,

for example, included the deportation of individuals apprehended within 100 miles from the

Mexican-U.S. frontier through the closest repatriation point. Sometimes even when undoc-

umented immigrants were detained outside of the 100 miles distance from the frontier with

Mexico, they were deported to the closest repatriation point (see Committee on Homeland Se-

curity, 2011 for details). Other times, apprehended individuals were deported through a repa-

triation point far away in an effort to prevent them from trying to re-enter the United States.

This strategy is informally called “lateral repatriation” and formally received the name of the

Alien Transfer Exit Programme (see De León, 2013 and Argueta, 2016 for details). Some in-

dividuals were also given the chance to take a flight back to Mexico, which commonly took

them to the main airports (Benito Juárez in the capital city or Guadalajara airport in Jalisco).

Depending on the location, the year of immigration, and each particular individual case, im-

migration officers have discretion to choose alternative modes and locations of deportations

(Committee on Homeland Security, 2011).

2.2 Who are the deportees?

In this subsection we characterize deportees in Mexico using the Encuesta sobre Migración

en la Frontera Norte de México, known as EMIF Norte, an annual survey collected by multi-

ple government and non-government Mexican authorities5 to characterize the migrant flows

on the U.S.-Mexican border. A subset of these surveys interview Mexican nationals that have

been deported from the U.S. to Mexico, who are 15 years of age and older, and who have

5Including the Consejo Nacional de Población, Instituto Nacional de Migración Secreatrı́a de Trabajo y
Previsión Social, El Colegio de la Frontera Norte, Secreatarı́a de Relaciones Exteriores and Secretarı́a de Salud.
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been handed over from American to Mexican migration authorities. The interviews take place

at the operating repatriation points. The data are available for 1995, and then annually be-

tween 1999 to 2016. We only use data between 2000 and 2016 due to data quality issues in

previous years.

Table II shows descriptive statistics for the 2000, 2005, 2010, and 2016 surveys. Regarding

demographic characteristics of deportees, the data show that they are predominantly male,

young (ages 18 to 29), and have low education levels. Before crossing to the U.S. most de-

portees worked, they did not know anyone in the U.S. and half of them hired someone to help

them cross the frontier (paying an average of USD $4,000 in 2016). Interestingly, the average

number of times that deportees have crossed to the U.S has been increasing over time and the

number of times detained by immigration authorities has been declining. At the same time,

the average number of months that deportees have stayed in the U.S. before deportation has

increased dramatically from 4 months in the year 2000 to 31 months in 2016 — possibly be-

cause more restrictive border enforcement leads unauthorized migrants to stay in the U.S.

longer due to a higher risk of being apprehended upon re-entering.

While in the U.S., half of the deportees were economically active and report to work primar-

ily in the services, construction, and agriculture sectors. Finally, concerning future expecta-

tions, most deportees report that they will not return immediately to the U.S. (that is in the

next week), but approximately half of them report to have intentions to return in the medium

to long term.

3 Data and Methodological Strategy

Our empirical strategy leverages the fact that deportees from the United States to Mexico pass

through a small number of repatriation points, most on the U.S.-Mexican border but some in

the interior. To be specific, we test for an interaction effect between surges in deportations
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and the location of repatriation points on homicide rates and drug-related crime. Our empir-

ical strategy is inextricably linked to the institutional and data infrastructures of the United

States and Mexico as they pertain to deportations and crime. Hence, we begin by describing

the data sets used in this paper. We then detail our empirical strategy for testing whether de-

portation activity has an effect on crime.

We should mention an important qualification: We are studying the impacts of deportation

on violent crime in a specific region within Mexico. Given the historically large volume of

population movements between Mexico and the United States, it is not immediately obvious

that our findings generalize to other countries that have seen increases in criminal deporta-

tions from the United States (El Salvador, Guatemala, or Honduras for example). Mexico has

a long history of circular migration and there are strong ties between specific Mexican send-

ing communities and receiving communities in the United States. Central American migrants,

on the other hand, may have been more disconnected from their homelands upon deportation

given the greater physical distance from the United States and more recent migration history.

3.1 Data

We employ various data sources to measure deportation activity from the United States and

crime rates in Mexico. Our principal data source for the geography of deportation activity

comes from the Unidad de Polı́tica Migratoria (UPM) of the Mexican Secretarı́a de Gober-

nación. The UPM data identifies the location of all repatriation points that operated between

1998 and 2015. They account for 22 repatriation points located in 20 different border mu-

nicipalities (the U.S.-Mexican frontier spans throughout 38 Mexican municipalities) and 2

repatriation points located within Mexico (Benito Juárez in the capital city and Guadalajara

airport in Jalisco). To characterize the annual flow of deportees from the United States to the

Mexican repatriation points, we use annual deportee counts from 1998 to 2015 from the De-
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partment of Homeland Security.

Regarding our key dependent variable, we employ municipal-level homicide rates as a total,

by gender, and age. Homicide rates come from INEGI, the Mexican Statistics Agency, and

are available between 1995 and 2016. Descriptive statistics of these variables are presented in

Table I. Average homicide rates show a substantial geographic variation during the period of

analysis and do not show a concentration in the U.S.-Mexican border region (see Figure IV

and V).

Figure III presents trends in homicide rates averaged over all municipalities, as reported by

INEGI. Mexican homicide rates decreased between 1998 and 2008, and then increased dras-

tically between 2008 and 2011. According to several studies, during that period, violence

in Mexico dramatically intensified due to three main factors (Robles et al., 2013): exoge-

nous changes to the narcotics market, including above all the relative success of Colombia at

counter-narcotics operations and drug seizures (Castillo et al., 2018); the increased fragmen-

tation of drug cartels into numerous smaller organizations and criminal cells; and the milita-

rized fight against drugs and drug trafficking that began during the administration of President

Felipe Calderón (Dell, 2015).

3.2 Research Methodology

The sign of the causal effects of deportation from a host country (e.g., the United States) on

the crime levels of an origin country (e.g., Mexico) is theoretically ambiguous and likely to

vary across alternative national settings. To the extent that local authorities take the appropri-

ate steps to reintegrate their nationals, or to the extent that deportees have strong family and

social ties in their country of origin, deportation flows may not impact crime at all. Moreover,

it is entirely possible that migrants, being a self-selected group oriented towards work, may

be less likely to offend, and thus their repatriation may actually lower the number of crimes
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per capita.

On the other hand, one can identify causal channels through which deportations may increase

crime rates in the receiving country. First, United States policy selectively deports individuals

who become involved with the criminal justice system either through convictions, or in more

recent years, simple arrests and bookings. To the extent that those involved with the United

States criminal justice system are more likely to commit crime in their home country (either

due to individual heterogeneity or as a result of their criminal justice involvement), deporta-

tions could increase crimes per capita. Second, even if the deportees had no previous crim-

inal history, those with very weak ties to their origin nation (for example, immigrants who

migrated to the United States at a young age, who have been in the United States for many

years, or whose extended familial network resides in the United States) may have scant em-

ployment opportunities in the home country and turn to crime as a result. Finally, deportees

themselves may be at an elevated risk of victimization. To the extent that their social ties are

weak due to time spent in the United States, or they are being deported to a repatriation point

far away from their region of origin, deportees may be easy targets. Moreover, immigrants

with family in the United States may present easy targets for extortion.

To test for an effect of deportation flows from the United States on Mexican violent crime, we

test for an interaction effect between the physical location of repatriation points and depor-

tations flows on homicide rates. Formally, we estimate the effects of deportations on violent

crime using the following specification:

Vmt = α1Dept × Rep. Centerm + γm + γt +Xmtφ
′
+ εmt (1)

where Vmt stands for homicide rates by municipality m, and year t; Dept corresponds to the

deportation flows measured in thousands of individuals; Rep. Centerm is a dummy variable

for the 22 municipalities with repatriation centers; γm and γt are fixed effects by municipality
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and year; and Xmt represents a matrix of municipal time-varying controls. In our main es-

timates the only municipal controls included in this matrix is population. In our robustness

test we also include carter presence, migration outflows, and department-year fixed effects.

Standard errors are clustered by municipality and corrected for heteroskedasticity.

4 Results

Estimation results for the specification described by equation (1) are presented in Table III.

We systematically find that surges of deportation flows increase homicide rates in municipal-

ities with repatriation centers. Specifically, our estimates suggest that when deportation flows

from the United States increase by 1,000 individuals, homicide rates in Mexican municipali-

ties with repatriation centers increase by 0.24 (see column 1 of Panel A). This corresponds to

a 1.6 percent change over the mean municipal homicide rate.

When examining the effects of deportation flows on homicide rates by gender and age, we

find that most effects are primarily driven by increases in the homicide rate of young males

(ages 20 to 39), but we also find a significant rise for minor’s homicide rates. These results

are in line with a large body of literature documenting larger violent crime rates for young

males (see Cornwell and Trumbull, 1994 and Freeman, 1996 for examples). We unexpectedly

find a positive, but small, effect of deportation flows on homicide rates for females older than

40 years. We speculate that these effects might be primarily driven by victimization, as this

population typically offends at a lower rate.

4.1 Robustness Exercises

Given our identification strategy, we are effectively comparing the changes in violent crime

observed in municipalities with and without repatriation points when there are surges of de-
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portation flows. Because our estimates include fixed effects by municipality and year, they are

not threatened by static differences between municipalities, nor by aggregate time trends. For

instance, differences in violent crime that are explained by static characteristics, such as be-

ing near the United States border, are not a threat to our identification. Additionally, changes

in macroeconomic trends in the United States or the Mexican economy as a whole are ac-

counted for by the time fixed effects.

Our identification strategy will only be threatened if, for example, there are other covari-

ates changing in time, which also affect areas with and without repatriation points in dif-

ferent ways and the time variation is correlated with changes in deportation flows. It may

be the case, for example, that population outflows changed during 1998 and 2015 and that

these changes are occurring disproportionately in municipalities with repatriation points in

the same years when deportation flows increase. To account for this possibility, we include

controls for population in all of our estimates.6 Our results are also robust to the inclusion of

department and year interactions.7

Another possible threat is that changes in drug trafficking flows from Mexico to the United

States may disproportionately affect violence in municipalities closer to the U.S.-Mexican

border. Since most municipalities with repatriation points are located in the border region, it

could be argued that we are artificially picking up increases in homicide rates closer to the

border that are caused by drug trafficking, not deportations. To test for this possibility, we use

data on cartel’s presence from Coscia and Rios (2012) and control for this covariate in our

analyses. Our results are robust to the inclusion of this information.8 In Figure V, we show

the geographic distribution of drug-related crime. The data is available at the municipality

level for the period 2007 to 2011 and comes from the Mexican Vice Presidency. The graphs

6Municipal population comes form the population censuses and was collected by the Instituto Nacional
de Estadı́stica y Geografı́a (INEGI), the Mexican statistics agency. It is projected with information from the
censuses collected every five years beginning in 1995. The last population census was collected in 2010.

7The results of this exercise are available upon request. We did not include them in the tables to save space.
8The estimates are available upon request. Cartel presence is available from 1995 to 2010.
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show that drug related crime is not concentrated along the U.S.-Mexican border during our

period of analysis.

Finally, it is possible that municipalities closer and further away from the U.S.-Mexican bor-

der are systematically different and that these differences induce variation in violent crime

that is not explained by the location of repatriation points when there are surges of depor-

tation. To test for this, we carry out several exercises. First, we divide the country in three

groups of municipalities according to the distance of each municipality to the U.S.-Mexican

frontier (see the division in Figure VI). We then compute our estimates for i) all municipali-

ties, ii) municipalities included in 2/3 of the sample which are closer to the border, and iii) the

municipalities included in 1/3 of the sample that is closest to the border. Second, within the

municipalities that are closest to the U.S.-Mexican border we randomly assign the location

of repatriation points as a placebo test for the validity of our estimates.9 If our results are not

driven by spurious correlations, we should not see effects of deportation flows on the fake lo-

cations of repatriation centers. Our results are robust to all of these exercises (see Panels B, C,

and D in Table III).

5 Conclusion

This paper assesses whether deportation flows affect crime in receiving countries. We focus

on the case of deportations from the United States to Mexico, the main recipient country of

deportees from the United States. Our results suggest that municipalities with repatriation

centers see large increments in homicide rates with deportation surges. The results are robust

to the inclusion of several controls and placebo tests.

Due to limitations in the data, we cannot confidently assess whether deportees are predom-

9In another exercise, we randomly assign repatriation points to any municipality in Mexico and find that
there are no significant effects of deportation exposure on homicide rates.

16



inantly the victims or the perpetrators of these crimes. Future research should explore the

mechanisms driving the effects we document as new data becomes available.

Our analysis here is limited to the contemporaneous effect of deportation activity on crime.

One might hypothesize that there are longer terms effects of sustained deportations on local

crime rates. For example, if those seeking to victimize vulnerable migrants relocate closer to

repatriation points, the crime fundamentals of areas with greater exposure to deportees may

be altered by a sustained influx of deportees. Moreover, to the extent that deportees them-

selves turn to crime as a result of being socially isolated or imperfectly reintegrated into the

Mexican society, longer term effects may differ from the short term contemporaneous esti-

mates here.

We should emphasize that the findings here may not necessarily generalize to other countries

receiving deportees. For example, the Central American nations of Guatemala, El Salvador,

and Honduras have recently received much attention due to elevated gang activity, having

the highest homicide rates in the world, and the ensuing migration of unaccompanied minors

fleeing violence to the United States. Moreover, the main gangs operating in these nations

have direct ties to street and prison gangs in the United States, presenting a prima facie link

between deportation activity and crime rates in receiving nations. To be sure, the volume and

qualitative nature of migratory flows in both directions between the United States and Mex-

ico likely differs fundamentally from migratory flows between the United States and Central

America. Future research on this relationship in other national settings is certainly merited.
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Figure I: DHS Deportations (Number of Individuals)

Notes: Removals are compulsory and account for the confirmed movement of an inadmissible or de-
portable alien out of the United States based on an order of removal. An alien who is removed has
administrative or criminal consequences placed on subsequent reentry owing to the fact of the removal.
Returns are the confirmed movement of an inadmissible or deportable alien out of the United States
not based on an order of removal. Source: United States Department of Homeland Security.
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Figure II: Removals by Country of Nationality and Criminal Status (Number of Individuals)

Notes: Removals are compulsory and account for the confirmed movement of an inadmissible or de-
portable alien out of the United States based on an order of removal. An alien who is removed has
administrative or criminal consequences placed on subsequent reentry owing to the fact of the removal.
Source: United States Department of Homeland Security.
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Figure III: Municipal Mexican Homicide Rates
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Figure IV: Geographic Distribution of Homicides
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Figure V: Geographic Distribution of Drug-Related Crime, 2007-2011
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Figure VI: Terciles of Distance to the U.S.-Mexican Frontier
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