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Summary 

From perceptions to facts 
Asylum seekers and neighbourhood crime 

 

The establishment of an asylum seekers’ reception centre – in the Netherlands: 

‘COA location’ – is frequently accompanied by protests from local residents who fear 

that the arrival of such a centre will lead to an increase in crime. Such worries have 

already prompted earlier research. This report answers two central questions that 

have still remained unanswered:  

1 To what extent are the type and level of crime among the current groups of 

asylum seeking immigrants comparable to the patterns among groups who 

applied for asylum in the Netherlands in the past?  

2 To what extent does the presence of a COA location in a neighbourhood affect the 

degree to which regular local residents and other regular users of the neighbour-

hood (passers-by and businesses) become victims of crime?  

 

In order to answer the first research question we examined crime rates among 

asylum seekers (taking as an indicator the percentage of crime suspects among 

residents of COA locations who were recorded in the population register (Municipal 

Personal Records Database/GBA)) in 2005, 2010 and 2015. The majority of resi-

dents at these locations are asylum seekers whose asylum applications are still 

being processed; a minority of the residents are rejected asylum seekers who have 

exhausted the rights of appeal, asylum residence permit holders, and (in 2015) 

candidate asylum seekers in emergency centres. In order to answer the second 

research question we conducted research into crime in Dutch neighbourhoods as 

reported by regular residents to the police in addition to charges resulting from 

police investigation.  

 

The statistical analyses employed microdata from Statistics Netherlands (CBS). CBS 

knows with regard to all persons registered in the municipal personal records data-

base (GBA) – including asylum seekers (mostly applicants who have resided in the 

Netherlands for at least six months) – whether they have been registered with the 

police as a crime suspect and whether they reported one or more offences in a 

particular year. CBS also has a treasure trove of information on other demographic 

and socio-economic characteristics of persons that, as we know from the scientific 

literature, can influence the likelihood of them becoming perpetrators or victims. 

This information has been used to calculate relevant neighbourhood variables that 

were also included in the analyses.  

 

Earlier studies would lead one to expect that asylum-seeking migrants are suspect-

ed of a crime relatively more often than is the regular population. This frequently 

involves crimes against property, mostly theft. There were no clear expectations 

about the possible influence of a COA location on neighbourhood safety. To begin 

with, it was examined what percentage of the residents of COA locations were sus-

pected of crimes in 2005, 2010 and 2015 and what types of offences were involved 

here. Then this percentage was compared with that within the regular population. 

Next it was examined whether any differences between asylum seekers and the 

regular population can be explained by various demographic and socio-economic 

variables, including age, sex, characteristics of the area of residence (socio-eco-
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nomic position, degree of urbanisation and indicators for local social control), in-

come level and ethnic origin. 

 

The percentage of COA residents that was suspected of crime is higher than among 

the regular population in all studied years: 2.2% vs. 1.1% in 2015; 5.0% vs. 1.7% 

in 2010; and 6.5% vs. 1.9% in 2005. The differences become slightly larger when 

we take into account the fact that many asylum seekers are in the Netherlands for 

only a part of the year (due to arrival and departure in the course of a year). The 

identified percentage for 2005 is comparable to the findings of earlier research for 

2004. Although asylum seekers are over-represented in the crime figures, due to 

their low numbers they are responsible for only a limited amount of the recorded 

crime. This involves 0.5% to 0.7% of the crime suspects in the studied years if we 

assume that non-GBA registered asylum seekers become suspects just as often as 

GBA-registered asylum seekers. In all studied years, COA residents mostly come 

into contact with the police due to crimes against property. 

 

It turns out that the identified overrepresentation can to a great extent be explained 

by the differing age and sex composition of the group of asylum seekers: they are 

mostly young men. Further contributing factors are the weak socio-economic posi-

tion of asylum seekers and the fact that they often live outside of a family group. In 

all three of the studied years, COA residents were suspected of crime less frequently 

than members of the regular population (both with and without a migration back-

ground) who are comparable in terms of demographic and socio-economic charac-

teristics. This may be because asylum seekers try to avoid contact with the police  

in order not to endanger their chance of receiving a residence permit. The percent-

age of suspects among an (ethnic origin) group, or ethnic origin group, of asylum 

seekers generally drops when this group has a greater chance of receiving a resi-

dence permit. Asylum seekers from ‘safe’ countries whose application will mostly be 

rejected become suspects more often than do asylum seekers from countries such 

as Syria and Eritrea, which have a high percentage of approved asylum applications.  

 

In order to answer the second research question we examined vicitmisation rates in 

neighbourhoods with and without COA locations, excluding victims of crime at the 

COA locations themselves (drawing on crimes registered by the police in the neigh-

bourhood). Our analyses related to the years 2005, 2010 and 2015 and, in some 

cases, also the years between 2010 and 2015.  

 

First of all we examined whether the probability of becoming a victim of crime in 

2005, 2010 and 2015 was higher in neighbourhoods with a COA location than in 

neighbourhoods without one. Following on from this, advanced statistical techniques 

were used to see whether any difference can be attributed to the presence of a COA 

location. These techniques were necessary because COA locations may be situated 

in neighbourhoods that deviate from the average neighbourhood in terms of crime 

level. In order to effectively identify the possible effect of a COA location we took 

into account other influences on neighbourhood safety by including variables that 

are known predictors of criminal victimisation. These include factors such as the age 

and sex of the person, the socio-economic status, ethnic diversity and residential 

mobility of the neighbourhood.  

 

None of the analyses showed that the presence of a COA location has a demonstra-

ble effect on the level of neighbourhood crime and on the individual propensity to 

become a victim of a crime. Furthermore, when distinctions are drawn by type of 

COA location, composition of the residents, and occupancy (an indicator of average 
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number of residents) in relation to the number of neighbourhood inhabitants no 

significant effects were found. This also applies to various supplementary analyses 

including longitudinal analyses. Generally speaking the number of registered bur-

glaries and other crimes among residents of neighbourhoods with a COA location is 

slightly higher than in neighbourhoods without a COA location, but such differences 

cannot be attributed to the presence of a location. It transpires that COA locations 

are more frequently established in neighbourhoods that are weaker in socio-eco-

nomic terms and where the social cohesion is to some extent lower than average  

in the Netherlands. People moved into and away from the neighbourhood more 

frequently in these areas and there were relatively high levels of single-parent 

families and persons receiving welfare benefits. Moreover ethnic diversity and 

income inequality were relatively high among the regular population. It is known 

that, generally speaking, neighbourhood crime in such areas is relatively higher, 

irrespective of any influence exerted by a COA location.  

 

The rather paradoxical finding that there are higher recorded levels of perpetrators 

among asylum seekers while the presence of a COA location is not demonstrably 

accompanied by a higher chance of becoming a crime victim in the neighbourhood 

could indicate that a considerable part of the crime committed by asylum seekers 

does not take place in the direct vicinity of the COA locations, but instead at the 

COA locations themselves and/or is distributed over the wider surroundings. 

 




