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INTRODUCTION

This brief examines the performance of the current administration in arresting immigrants described by President
Trump as the “worst of the worst.” The analysis provides insights into whether this claim is reflected in actual immigration
enforcement practices, or whether public statements obscure a different set of priorities. The empirical findings present-
ed in this brief support the latter.

We begin with the understanding that political debates are often not evidence-based nor objective. Instead, pro-
ponents of one side or the other attempt to frame issues by emphasizing beneficial points while excluding damaging
ones.! Politicians can shape public opinion through evocative language and storytelling, creating villains and victims. A
politician may not even believe the policy or the purported justification, but may employ biased rhetoric to gain power
and popular support.? President Trump has been particularly effective in the use of framing and inflammmatory rhetoric,®
especially in his attacks on immigrants and efforts to enact the largest deportation program in American history.* This
agenda, rooted in xenophobic rhetoric and first announced during the 2016 presidential campaign and renewed eight
years later, promised to remove millions of undocumented immigrants.® He framed immigration enforcement as a public
safety issue, arguing that he would deport violent criminals.

There is a strong racial dimension reflected in the targeting of Latinos, as well as other immigrant groups. Trump has
revitalized existing anti-immigrant rhetoric for a twenty-first century audience.? For example, he portrayed the U.S. as a
dumping ground for drugs, criminals, and rapists at the launch of his 2016 presidential campaign in New York City.”

“They're bringing drugs. They're bringing crime. They're rapists. And some, | assume, are good people. ...
It's coming from more than Mexico. It's coming from all over South and Latin America, and it's coming
probably -- probably -- from the Middle East.”®

During his first administration, President Trump enacted a number of policy changes® that only partially implement-
ed mass deportation. He acted more aggressively on this campaign promise, repeated for the 2020 and 2024 elections,
during his second term by signing an Executive Order on Inauguration Day (January 20, 2025), entitled Protecting the
American People Against Invasion, to initiate a broader deportation effort. ICE (Immigration and Customs Enforcement)
has played a central role in implementing this executive order by enforcing immigration laws within the United States.”®

Trump has continued to use “worst of the worst” rhetoric when describing his deportation agenda. In a speech at an
October 2025 roundtable on homeland security, he claimed:

“..the massive numbers of dangerous criminals my administration arrested nationwide since January
20th, numbering over 120,000...these groups have unleashed more bloodshed and killing on American
soil than all other terrorist groups combined. These are the worst of the worst.™"

At a January 20, 2026 press conference, the President defended ICE following the killing of U.S. citizen Renée Good in
Minneapolis, Minnesota:

“They're [ICE] apprehending murderers, and drug dealers, and lots of bad people..Do you want to live
with these people? ... All ICE wants to do is to get them out of the country... Bring them to prisons, jails
and mental institutions from where they came."”?

When federal immigration agents killed Alex Pretti a few days later, Trump attempted to shift blame to the victim,
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who carried but did not use a gun. He stated, “You can't have guns. You can’t walk in with guns®.” The Trump administra-
tion continues to justify its efforts. On April 10, for example, the Department of Homeland Security quoted Acting Assis-
tant Secretary Lauren Bis:

“Day in and day out, the brave men and women of ICE are risking their lives to remove criminal illegal
aliens from our communities and stop another American from being raped, maimed, or murdered by
illegal aliens with no right to be in our country...”™

The administration continued to emphasize this one-sided message despite growing public disapproval of ICE's ag-
gressive actions” and legally indefensible activities.'®

If the Trump administration has prioritized the “worst of the worst,” the data should show a significant increase in ar-
rests of these individuals and their proportion of total arrests. Moreover, the Trump administration should outperform the
Biden administration. However, mounting evidence shows the opposite.” While informative, these studies have limita-
tions. For example, convicted criminals may include immigrants who are not a public threat. Additionally, those without a
conviction or pending charges may include dangerous gang members. This brief addresses both limitations and provides
a more detailed accounting. Our findings are consistent with the existing body of knowledge, indicating that the “worst
of the worst” narrative obscures a darker reality for all immigrants.

DATA AND METHODOLOGY

The analysis utilizes the most recently available data provided by the UC Berkeley School of Law’s Deportation Data
Project documenting ICE activities.® The first dataset comes from the arrest and stays files covering January 2024 to Feb-
ruary 2026, corresponding to the last 132 months of the Biden administration and the first 12 months of the current admin-
istration. The second dataset comes from the arrest and removal files covering two time periods, February to September
2024 and February to September 2025, each covering seven months for each administration. The dataset is a publicly
available collection of record-level immigration enforcement actions, compiled by researchers and lawyers through the
use of the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA). Duplicate arrest records were removed, and the data were then merged
with removal records using a unique identifier.

The brief focuses on the “worst of the worst” criminals, classified by ICE as those presenting the greatest threat. This
group includes undocumented immigrants convicted of a violent crime (i.e., murder, manslaughter, rape, kidnapping,
robbery, or major drug offense), or those convicted of two or more felonies. This group is also labeled by ICE as Threat Level
1. Two additional groups are used for comparison: individuals with any criminal conviction (“convicted”) and those con-
sidered not a public-safety threat (individuals with no criminal conviction, no pending charges, and no identified gang
affiliation). Although analytically distinct, a supermajority (99%) of the “worst of the worst” individuals are also classified as
convicted criminals, and “worst of the worst” individuals make up 45% of those with a conviction. Information on poten-
tial gang membership comes from the detention (stays) file, and those identified as suspected gang members are more
likely to be detained. Key characteristics examined include apprehension methods and age.

There are several data limitations that may affect the results, including, but not limited to, duplicate and inconsistent
records, data-entry errors, and missing information. Potential biases, however, are likely minimal, as these issues appear
to be rare and random. Therefore, the reported results are reasonable and represent the best available estimates. Because
of these limitations, estimates are reported in rounded form.

FINDINGS

Figure 1 reports the monthly trend in the absolute count of ICE arrestees for three groups: those who were not classi-
fied as a public-safety threat (blue line), those who were convicted (gold line), and those classified as “worst of the worst”
(WOTW) (grey line). The absolute number of WOTW arrestees increased modestly between the two administrations, from
a monthly average of about 2,500 to 3,500. This is a net increase of 35%"°, but it pales in comparison to the 200% increase
in total arrests. Even the number of convicted immigrants grew more, with an increase of 87%.

These results indicate that the Trump administration disproportionately targeted individuals with less serious offenses.
More notably, the number of individuals not classified as a public-safety threat grew substantially, reaching levels five times
as many during the Trump period compared with the Biden period. This group surpassed the WOTW in the first full month
under the current president, and then outnumbered convicted criminals in June 2025, when ICE began using militarized
raids and engaging in racial profiling in public spaces, first in Los Angeles and then in other cities.?® By September, arrests of
individuals not classified as a public-safety threat remained the highest among the three groups. The number of arrests for
all three groups declined in early 2026, potentially reflecting public reaction to the killings of Renée Good and Alex Pretti.?
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Figure 1: Arrests by Month, by Public Safety Classification
(Jan 2024-Feb 2026)

== No Public-Safety Threat Convicted Worst of the Worst

Jan Apr Jul Oct Jan Apr Jul Oct Jan
2024 2025 2026

Note: WOTW (“worst of the worst”) refers to individuals convicted of violent crimes or two or more felonies.
"Convicted” refers to individuals with a criminal conviction. “No Public-Safety Threat” refers to individuals with no
criminal conviction, pending charges, or identified gang affiliation.

Source: Analysis by the UCLA Center for Neighborhood Knowledge using data from the Deportation Data Project (UC
Berkeley Law School). « Created with Datawrapper

Figure 2 normalizes monthly ICE arrests for the three comparison groups by the total number of arrests. The line col-
ors are assighed the same way as the previous graph: blue for arrestees not classified as a public-safety threat, gold for
those who were convicted criminals, and grey for WOTW individuals. The share of those not classified as a public-safety
threat declined during the Biden period, from about one-third at the start of 2024 to one-fifth or less in the final months.
This trend reversed during the Trump period, rising from about one-fifth to over two-fifths. The monthly averages were
22% and 37%, respectively.

The share of those with a prior conviction declined, from a monthly average of 54% under Biden to 34% under Trump.
In other words, ICE shifted more of its efforts toward individuals without criminal convictions or pending charges. Further
evidence of this pattern is the drop in the WOTW share, which fell by more than half, from an average of 28% to 12%. To-
ward the end of the Trump period, only about one in ten arrestees was classified as WOTW.
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Figure 2: Share of ICE Arrests by Month, by Public Safety
Classification (Jan 2024-Feb 2026)

== No Public-Safety Threat Convicted Worst of the Worst

Jan Apr Jul Oct Jan Apr Jul Oct Jan
2024 2025 2026

Note: WOTW (“worst of the worst”) refers to individuals convicted of violent crimes or two or more felonies.
"Convicted” refers to individuals with a criminal conviction. “No Public-Safety Threat” refers to individuals with no
criminal conviction, pending charges, or identified gang affiliation.

Source: Analysis by the UCLA Center for Neighborhood Knowledge using data from the Deportation Data Project (UC
Berkeley Law School). + Created with Datawrapper

Figure 3 reports how WOTW individuals were arrested across three categories. The first category includes those
picked up from federal, state, and local prisons and jails (labeled by ICE as Criminal Alien Program [CAP], or Custodial).
The second category includes those arrested in the community at large, labeled by ICE as Located or Non-Custodial, in-
cluding individuals who have completed their sentences. These types of arrests have been controversial because of the
highly aggressive tactics utilized by ICE and other federal agents.?2 There is a small residual category that includes those
apprehended through other methods.

Those taken directly into custody following incarceration accounted for the majority of WOTW arrests during both
administrations, increasing by 14% between the two periods. Although smaller in absolute terms, the number of at-large
arrests increased by 153%. At-large arrests accounted for more than two-thirds of the net increase in WOTW arrests be-
tween the two administrations.
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Figure 3: WOTW Arrests by Apprehension Method (Biden vs.
Trump Periods)

[l Biden Trump

B

Custodial or CAP Non-Custodial or Located Other

Note: WOTW (“worst of the worst”) refers to individuals convicted of violent crimes or two or more felonies.
“Custodial or CAP" (Criminal Alien Program) refers to arrests made in prisons or jails, while “Non-Custodial or
Located” refers to arrests made in the community at large. "Other” includes a small number of cases using
alternative or unspecified apprehension methods.

Source: Analysis by the UCLA Center for Neighborhood Knowledge using data from the Deportation Data Project (UC
Berkeley Law School) + Created with Datawrapper

Anecdotal evidence suggests that some of the at-large arrestees were individuals who had completed their sen-
tences and resettled in commmunities,”® and therefore tended to be older than those arrested from prisons and jails. This
pattern is evident in Figure 4, which shows the share of all WOTW arrestees aged 50 or older. The percentage increased
from 17% to 24%. The increase is particularly pronounced for at-large apprehensions. The absolute number quadrupled
from 1,100 to over 4,500, and the share jumped by 13 percentage points, from 20% to 33%.

This suggests that many of the older individuals arrested at large may have reestablished ties within their commmu-
nities. Additional evidence supports this interpretation. An analysis of the detention (stays) file indicates a tripling in the
number of individuals who had resettled in the commmunity for a decade or more.?*
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Figure 4: Share of WOTW Arrestees Aged 50+, by
Apprehension Method (Biden vs. Trump Periods)

[l Biden | Trump

AllWOTW Custodial or CAP Non-Custodial or Located

Note: WOTW (“worst of the worst”) refers to individuals convicted of violent crimes or two or more felonies.
“Custodial or CAP" (Criminal Alien Program) refers to arrests made in prisons or jails, while “Non-Custodial or
Located” refers to arrests made in the community at large.

Source: Analysis by the UCLA Center for Neighborhood Knowledge using data from the Deportation Data Project (UC
Berkeley Law School). « Created with Datawrapper

CONCLUSION

The analysis reveals a disconnect between observed enforcement patterns and how they are described by President
Trump and ICE. The current administration frames its efforts primarily as promoting public safety by apprehending the
most dangerous criminals. However, the data do not show that ICE's performance is unambiguously better under Trump
than under Biden. Arrests of “worst of the worst” individuals grew only modestly but became a significantly smaller share
of total arrests. A less emphasized aspect of ICE activity is the substantial increase in both the absolute number and share
of arrests involving immigrants not classified as public-safety threats. This narrative obscures a broader set of enforce-
ment priorities.

The findings may also reflect broader political goals to reshape the nation’s demographic composition. Achieving
such outcomes would require major changes to the immigration system.? Consequently, we are likely to witness a resur-
gence of ICE activities in the coming months, potentially different in form but with the same objective of removing mil-
lions. This would require a substantial increase in the number of individuals arrested, detained, and deported. Moreover,
such changes would require fundamental revisions to laws governing legal entry. The United States is now on a trajectory
where immigration will be treated in increasingly unfair and discriminatory ways.
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