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Illegal Immigration

Illegal immigration has been an ongoing issue within the United States for centuries. However, the extent of the issue has only been seen throughout the past couple of decades.  It has been estimated that nearly 10 million illegal immigrants were living within the nation during 2004.  Unfortunately, it is impossible to know for certain how accurate this estimate is because it is difficult to track undocumented, illegal aliens.  Within the last few years, the United States has tried to combat illegal immigration.  In 1997, the E-Verify Program was enforced in order to verify the eligibility of both U.S. citizen and noncitizen employees. In April, 2010, the state of Arizona introduced a law which would require all immigrants to carry documentation at all times; the goal was to discourage any illegal immigrants from staying in the state.  The Obama administration reintroduced the DREAM Act in 2010.  Under the rules, immigrants under the age of thirty and who were brought to the nation as children would be granted legal status.  Many people believe immigrants are weighing down the economy and their presence should be discouraged, but is that really the best way to combat illegal immigration?  Immigration laws, procedures and tactics need to be investigated and reviewed further to ensure a fair conclusion for all.

It is believed that illegal immigrants are a burden on the economy.  This belief is driving the idea that they collect benefits such as Welfare and Social Security and don’t pay taxes.  However, recent reports have proven that is inaccurate.  Most illegal immigrants are provided with forged or stolen social security numbers which allows them to contribute to these government programs.  Darrell M. West, the director and vice president of Governance studies, disputes these myths and misconceptions by stating, “most immigrants, legal or illegal, are not allowed to participate in Medicaid, Supplemental Security Income, food stamps, Temporary Assistance to Needy Families, or the State Children's Health Insurance program. Illegal immigrants are not able to receive any forms of welfare, public health care, or retirement benefits. Legal permanent residents must contribute to Medicare and Social Security for at least 10 years before they can benefit from these government programs” (West).  Conversely, one benefit immigrants do reap is emergency care.  Illegal immigrants aren’t provided with health insurance and most can’t afford going to a family practitioner; the only option left is the emergency room.  Emergency physicians are available 24 hours a day, seven days a week and provide care regardless of the patient’s inability to pay.  Because of these ethical values, some hospitals have gone into debt and have closed their doors due to billions of dollars in unpaid medical care.  However, it is essential these hospitals continue providing medical care to poor immigrants to prevent the spread of contagious disease. (“Illegal Immigrant Care.”).

As previously mentioned, it is assumed that illegal immigrants don’t pay taxes, and therefore don’t contribute to the economy. However, they do contribute to taxes by using faux social security numbers.  Illegal immigrants also make purchases and pay sales tax.  A recent report in the Texas Tribune concluded that, “the Texas economy would suffer a net economic loss in the billions if group deportations of illegal immigrants occurred at even moderate levels” (Aguilar).  The report goes on to state if 15 percent of illegal Texans were deported all at once, the state would suffer an annual loss of $11.7 billion.  Currently, it is estimated the state of Texas is home to nearly 6.8 billion illegal aliens and the removal would result in a $14.5 billion loss in annual tax revenue for the state. According to Raúl Hinojosa-Ojeda, an Associate Professor in the UCLA Department of Chicano and Chicana studies, believes legalization of illegal immigrants is the solution.  He claims it would create more jobs and boost the economy.  In his report, Aguilar quotes, “undocumented immigrant workers earn about 18 percent less in wages than legal workers. A program that required all undocumented immigrants to earn legal status would increase employment compensation and employment in the state by closing the wage gap between documented and undocumented workers” (qtd. Aguilar). That would be an estimated $9.7 billion increase in wages.

Many believe the best solution to the immigration issue the United States faces, is to kick all the illegal immigrants out.  It’s a common misconception that deporting all the illegals would be cheap, easy and quick.  In her article for the Business Insider, Jana Kasperkevic informs us that in 2010, the Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) estimated it would cost nearly $12,500 to deport one illegal immigrant. In 2010, the Center for American Progress and Rob Paral and Associates released a report which broke down all budgets for ICE.  There are four stages in a deportation process: the apprehension ($18,310 per deportee), detention ($3,355), legal proceedings ($817), and transportation ($1,000).  This breakdown added to a new estimate of $23,480 per deportee, an 80 percent increase since 2005.  According to Kasperkevic, this would mean, “new taxes of $922 for every man, woman, and child in our country. $5,100 fewer dollars for the education of every public and private school student from prekindergarten to the 12th grade" (qtd. in Kasperkevic). 

Mass deportation could bankrupt the economy and it would take too much time.  Another resolution is needed to correct the immigration system.  However, before we can create a logical solution, we must first understand why we have illegal immigrants in the United States.  Most immigrants come to the United States to pursue the “American Dream”; they want better lives for themselves and their families. In addition, many of these countries are poor or face political corruption.  Unfortunately for these dreamers, the immigration process is time consuming and difficult.  In response to the September 11 terrorist attacks, the government has tightened up the nation’s borders and implemented stricter immigration procedures. According to Alden, “Congress and successive administrations—both Democratic and Republican—have increased the size of the Border Patrol from fewer than 3,000 agents to more than 21,000, built nearly 700 miles of fencing along the southern border with Mexico…” (Alden).  To ensure that only those allowed by the government enter the U.S., the visa system now requires interviews of all new applicants.  In addition, anyone wishing to come into the country for study, business, family, etcetera  must receive an extensive background check.  All citizen and noncitizen travelers must obtain a passport and border patrol collects fingerprints to screen against potential criminals or terrorists.  Some immigrants may obtain a visa by a sponsor. However, the wait time for sponsoring a close relative for a visa may be extremely long depending on the relationship to the sponsor and your nationality.  For example, visa applicants from the Philippines and Mexico may wait 20 or more years; that’s approximately ten more years than other nations.  The difficulty of obtaining a visa and entering the country legally is a huge contributor to the influx of illegal immigrants.  In order for the United States to prevent more illegal immigrants from entering the country, we should reevaluate the visa process.  Perhaps by decreasing the wait time, it would encourage more immigrants to come here legally.

In addition to preventing future illegal immigration, we must also create a solution to manage the overwhelming amount of illegal immigrants which are already residing within the nation.  As mentioned before, many believe the best way is to detain and deport any immigrant found to be illegal.  However, President Barak Obama has provided a different solution: The DREAM Act.  First introduced in 2001, the DREAM Act would allow “eligible undocumented youth to legalize their status in the United States” (Corrunker). It has since undergone numerous revisions. In 2010, the bill was revised which would have provided “conditional nonimmigrant status to undocumented immigrants under the age of thirty at the time of the bill’s enactment who (1) arrived in the United States before the age of sixteen; (2) lived in the United States for at least five years; (3) have no criminal record; and (4) demonstrate good moral character. Those meeting the eligibility criteria would be granted conditional nonimmigrant status for ten years, during which time they would have to graduate from a U.S. high school (or equivalent), and complete an associate’s degree, or two years towards a four-year degree, or serve two years in the military in order to apply for permanent residency” (Corrunker).  Despite the efforts of the Obama administration, The DREAM Act was turned down by congress. 

With the stalling of the DREAM Act the Obama administration came up with a new idea: the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) policy.  On June 25, 2012, President Obama announced his administration would allow illegal youths to legally live, work and study in the United States.  Under the new policy, young immigrants who were brought to the U.S. as children could apply for work permits and be safe from deportation.  Those eligible for Deferred Action must be currently attending school, have a high school diploma (or equivalent), or is an honorably discharged veteran of the U.S. Armed Forces or Coast Guard.  In addition, the applicant cannot be convicted of any felonies, significant misdemeanors, three or more other misdemeanors, or pose a threat to society and national security.  Applicants are only eligible if they are under thirty-years-old and came to the country before their sixteenth birthday.  The deferred program provides applications with a renewable, two-year visa.


Arizona has also made an effort in the battle against illegal immigration.  In April, 2010, the state became known for the toughest laws.  Initially, the bill would have allowed state police officers to ask anyone they stop their immigration status, and to make an arrest if they suspected an illegal immigrant.  Many believed this law would lead to harassment and prejudice of Hispanics.  This law would also make it a misdemeanor to not carry immigration papers; immigrants would be required to carry their papers on them at all times.  Although the law was passed, it has been weakened significantly.  In July 2010, days before the law was to go into effect, Judge Susan Bolton of Federal District Court in Phoenix issued an injunction, suspending the most controversial parts of the bill.  In April 2011, the United States Court of Appeals for the Ninth Circuit ruled the state had overstepped their authority.  

The United States government needs to review and investigate our immigration laws and procedures more thoroughly in order to create a fair and logical conclusion for all.  The answer isn’t to gather all the illegal immigrants currently in the United States and deport them, but rather focus on the ones who are continuously being caught up in the criminal justice system.  In manners of deportation, our resources should be focused on the ones who are a threat to society: drug dealers, murderers, sexual predators, gang members, and etcetera.  In addition, we should continue to enforce Obama’s DACA policy, because it encourages immigrants to get a high school education and work.  It allows illegal immigrants a chance to prove they would make great citizens of the United States and allows them to create a better future.   Finally, the government should look into the issue of granting visas: why do applicants need to wait so many years before being awarded visas?  By looking into that issue more, we may be able to find a resolution which would produce a more reasonable waiting period for visa applicants.  By creating a better visa system, we can encourage immigrants to come to the U.S. legally.
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