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   The Benefits of Immigration  

   Immigration offers the United States unique benefits that will 
allow us to be a more productive, competitive, and successful 
nation in the 21  st    century.  

    Productivity  

  Immigration augments and complements the workforce excep-
tionally well because the US economy is creating more jobs 
than can be filled by native-born workers. In the 1990s, half of 
the growth in the US labor force came from new immigrants.   1     
That share is projected to grow. This demand for foreign labor 
is evident across the skills spectrum. At a time when Japan and 
most European countries are less competitive and face mounting 
social welfare costs because of declining working-age popula-
tions, infusions of young, taxpaying immigrants are helping the 
United States overcome worker, skills, and entitlement program 
shortfalls. Without immigration, we cannot sustain the growth 
and prosperity to which we have become accustomed.  

   Competitiveness  

  Immigrants are helping the United States maintain a competi-
tive edge. In the critical fields of science and engineering, immi-
grants play a pivotal role. To take just one example, in 2004, 50 
percent of students enrolled in engineering graduate programs 
in the US higher education system were foreign-born.   2     At a time 
when China and India are increasingly competitive, the United 
States must continue to attract the world’s best and brightest—
or risk losing an important resource to other nations. 

  Immigration also propels entrepreneurship. Immigrants are 
more likely to be self-employed than native-born Americans.   3     
The number of Hispanic-owned businesses has grown at three 
times the national average.   4    And one quarter of Silicon Valley 
start-ups were established at least in part by immigrants, includ-
ing Intel, Sun Microsystems, and Google.   5    These and countless 

immigrant-owned businesses across the country are creating 
jobs, revitalizing neighborhoods, and helping the US economy 
adapt to changing global market conditions.  

   Dynamism  

  Immigration remains a driving force behind the dynamism of 
American society. The impact of immigration on daily life is 
evident in the food we eat, the entertainment we watch, the 
houses of worship we attend, and the sports we play. Prominent 
immigrants have won Nobel Prizes, built soaring skyscrapers, 
written or performed masterpieces, and served at the highest 
levels of government. Classic indicators such as employment, 
education, military service, intermarriage, and home ownership 
show that today’s immigrants are successfully integrating into 
American society.  

  In an age of globalization, America’s openness to immigrants 
is also an important foreign policy asset. Those who live, study, 
or emigrate to the United States learn first-hand about our val-
ues of freedom, opportunity, individual rights, and the rule of 
law. And in a global economy that increasingly demands global 
interaction, exposure to a diversity of people and experiences is 
a unique resource for Americans.     

   The Challenges of Immigration  

   Despite these substantial benefits, America’s immigration sys-
tem has been overwhelmed by myriad challenges. Many of 
these challenges are tied to illegal immigration and the resulting 
population of unauthorized immigrants in the United States.   

    Illegal Immigration  

  The most dramatic manifestation of the breakdown of America’s 
immigration system is that a large and growing share of today’s 
immigration is illegal. According to recent estimates, 11.5 to 
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12 million unauthorized immigrants are in the United States—
nearly one-third of the country’s foreign-born population.   6     For 
a nation of immigrants that is also a nation of laws, this level of 
illegal immigration is unacceptable. Illegal immigration gener-
ates insecurity about America’s borders, carries economic and 
fiscal costs, and risks the creation of an isolated underclass. 
The prevalence of illegal immigration also generates disturbing 
social and cultural tensions, and causes a decline in Americans’ 
support for immigration more generally.  

   Temporary Immigration  

  Along with illegal immigration, nonimmigrant (temporary) 
immigration programs constitute the primary ways immigra-
tion has adapted to new conditions and labor market demands. 
Temporary immigration programs have increasingly been used 
as a step to permanent immigration and are filling standing, 
ongoing labor market needs. The result is that illegal immigra-
tion is meeting the nation’s low-skill demands, and temporary 
visa programs are meeting the demands for mostly high-skilled 
immigration.   

   An Over-Burdened System  

  Illegal immigration occurs within the bounds of a broader 
immigration system that is over-burdened and no longer serves 
the nation’s needs. The primary engines of immigration—
family unification and employment—generate far more demand 
than the immigration system can meet. Individuals who apply 
to immigrate legally—on a temporary or permanent basis—face 
overly complex procedures, unreasonable delays, and inflex-
ible statutory ceilings that dictate levels of immigration to the 
United States.   

   Native-Born Workforce  

  Immigration—particularly illegal immigration—also presents 
challenges to the native-born workforce. While the net eco-
nomic impact of immigration is beneficial to the US economy, 
today’s immigration also has some troubling consequences. 
Illegal immigration can have negative impacts on wages at the 
bottom end of the pay scale. And immigrant labor, particularly 
of unauthorized immigrants, can lead to declining labor stan-
dards that undercut the position of native-born workers.   

   Integration  

  The sheer number of today’s immigrants—and the fact that 
many are unauthorized—presents substantial integration chal-
lenges. Many of the costs and responsibilities associated with 
integration are borne by states and localities. Large numbers of 
immigrants are now settling in states such as Georgia, North 
Carolina, and Nebraska that do not have recent traditions of 
immigrant integration. Unauthorized immigrants by definition 
cannot be integrated into American society, complicating inte-
gration further. And at the local level, communities are often 
faced with demands for services from unauthorized immigrants, 

particularly for education and health care, which are costly and 
engender resentment.   

   Security  

  Despite more than a decade of unprecedented growth in 
resources for border security, the number of unauthorized 
immigrants residing in the United States has led to a sense that 
the government lacks the ability and will to secure its borders. 
Many border communities feel besieged, and citizens across 
the country are calling increasingly for strengthened border 
enforcement. Within the country, rules against employers hir-
ing unauthorized immigrants are easily broken, manipulated, or 
simply under-enforced.  

  While the overwhelming majority of migrants entering the 
United States do not represent a threat to national security, the 
borders must be the front line for security. In a post-9/11 envi-
ronment, Americans are particularly concerned about terrorists 
crossing a permeable border or fraudulently gaining admittance 
to the country at legal ports of entry. In addition, increases in 
smuggling, dangerous border crossing patterns that have led to 
tragic migrant deaths, and vigilantism all pose risks to migrants 
and border communities alike.     

   An Immigration Policy for the 
21  st    Century 

   The Independent Task Force on Immigration and America’s 
Future believes America has entered a new era of immigra-
tion, and thus needs a new framework for immigration policy. 
Our recommendations integrate economic, security, and social 
concerns. We make proposals that are comprehensive, and gov-
erned by rules that are simplified, fair, practical, and enforce-
able. Above all, we have sought to build for the future upon a 
firm foundation of America’s values and traditions of successful 
immigration.   

    Attracting the Immigrants the United States 
Wants and Needs  

  The Task Force recommends the simplification and fundamen-
tal redesign of the nation’s immigration system to accomplish 
timely family unification and to attract the immigrant workers 
required for the United States to compete in a new economy.  

   A Redesigned System  
  Immigration should take place through three new streams: tem-
porary, provisional, and permanent. Temporary visas would 
be issued for short-term stays and work assignments, such as 
seasonal employment. Provisional visas would allow employ-
ers to recruit foreign-born workers for permanent jobs and pos-
sible future immigration after a testing period of several years. 
A combination of such temporary and provisional visas, based 
on the nature of the job, is preferable to a bracero-like guest-
worker program, which ties workers to individual employers and 

31_45641.indd   9331_45641.indd   93 2/14/07   11:28:47 AM2/14/07   11:28:47 AM



ANNUAL EDITIONS

94

provides no opportunity for permanent residence. Finally, per-
manent immigration would be available both to those who apply 
directly, and those who “graduate” from provisional status.  

  The proposed system would initially set annual immigration 
levels at about 1.5 million, approximately 300,000 less than the 
actual annual number of immigrants—legal and illegal—being 
absorbed into the labor market and the country today. The sys-
tem would simplify many visa categories and procedures, so 
that US immigration is better able to meet family unification 
and labor market goals. Special visa categories would be cre-
ated, such as “strategic growth visas” for individuals in strategi-
cally important disciplines.   

   Standing Commission  
  An independent, federal agency called the Standing Commission 
on Immigration and Labor Markets should be created. The 
Standing Commission would make recommendations to Congress 
every two years for adjusting immigration levels. Its recommen-
dations would be based on analyses of labor market needs, unem-
ployment patterns, and changing economic and demographic 
trends. In adjusting immigration levels to be flexible to changing 
market conditions and ongoing review, the Standing Commission 
would provide an important tool for policymaking, much as the 
Federal Reserve does for monetary policy.   

   Executive Branch  
  To bolster the government’s capacity to implement immigration 
policy, the president should: 1) name a White House coordina-
tor for immigration policy; 2) issue an executive order establish-
ing an interagency cabinet committee for immigration policy; 
and 3) strengthen the capacity of executive branch agencies to 
implement major new immigration mandates.    

   Enforcing the Rules  

  People cross the border illegally or overstay their visas because 
of the availability of jobs in the United States and the absence 
of legal immigration opportunities. Any strategy to reduce ille-
gal immigration must therefore increase the numbers of work-
ers admitted legally, and then effectively and credibly punish 
employers who continue to hire unauthorized workers. The new 
bargain must be that with increased employment-based immi-
gration, employers be given the tools to reliably hire only autho-
rized workers, and be held to high standards of compliance with 
immigration and other labor standards laws.  

   Employer Enforcement  
  Mandatory employer verification and workplace enforcement 
should be at the center of more effective immigration enforce-
ment reforms. Without them, other reforms—including bor-
der enforcement—cannot succeed. Electronic verification is 
a major undertaking that relies on upgrading several massive 
federal databases. Government agencies must be given suffi-
cient, sustained resources and support to upgrade databases and 
establish privacy and anti-discrimination safeguards. To assist 
in the process, the Department of Homeland Security should 

create a Workplace Enforcement Advisory Board to help build 
support for new employer enforcement policies, and monitor 
the progress of new measures.   

   Secure Documents  
  A secure Social Security card is necessary to combat fraud, 
enable individuals to establish their eligibility to work, and 
allow employers to easily verify the documents presented by 
legally authorized workers—US citizens and non-citizens alike. 
A secure, biometric Social Security card should be developed 
to replace existing non-secure cards. Along with “green” cards 
and immigration work authorization cards—which are already 
secure, biometric documents—the three cards should eventu-
ally be the only documents used to verify work eligibility.   

   Border Enforcement  
  Border enforcement must accomplish a number of intertwined 
goals: restricting the illegal entry of people and goods; regulat-
ing the flows of people and goods that the United States wishes 
to admit; protecting against terrorism and other national secu-
rity threats; and protecting against criminality, violence, and 
other threats to the quality of life.

      Smart borders.   To accomplish these goals, implementa-
tion of “smart border” measures that combine personnel, 
equipment, and technology should be accelerated. The 
administration should submit an annual report to Con-
gress and the American people that establishes measures 
of effectiveness for border enforcement and reports 
progress in meeting them. Three particular areas that 
need to be closely monitored are Border Patrol staffing 
and support, the effectiveness of technology, and civil 
rights protections of migrants and border community 
residents. Border enforcement efforts have received sub-
stantial resources in recent years with uncertain results. 
In implementing border enforcement policies, Congress 
and the public need better information to assess the ef-
fectiveness of those investments.   
     Ports of entry.   Immigration enforcement in other areas 
of border security should continue to be strengthened, 
especially legal ports of entry and overseas visa is-
suance. As southwest border enforcement increases, 
incentives for individuals to use legal ports of entry to 
gain admittance to the United States will continue to 
grow. Legal immigration admissions procedures must 
not become “weak links” in border protection. Sus-
tained attention to document security and vigilance in 
the issuance of overseas visas will continue to be of key 
importance. Meanwhile, security must be balanced with 
efficiency, as facilitating legitimate trade and travel are 
essential to economic prosperity and US engagement 
around the world.   
     Counter-terrorism.   Terrorist travel and transportation 
tactics should be aggressively targeted with the same 
depth and urgency as terrorist communications and 
finance. International terrorists depend upon mobility. 
Every time a terrorist crosses an international border, 

•

•

•
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he must make contact with an enforcement official. 
This represents a significant vulnerability for terrorists, 
and a vital opportunity for counter-terrorism officials. 
The tracking and disruption of terrorist travel demands 
higher priority and resources. Border officials must have 
ready access to information, such as real-time intelli-
gence and law enforcement watch-lists, to enable them 
to promptly identify terrorism suspects.       

   Labor Market Protections  
  A re-designed immigration system must not diminish employ-
ment opportunities or wages of native-born US workers. 
Furthermore, increased levels of immigration must not be 
accompanied by declining labor standards—for US workers or 
for foreign-born workers.

      Labor certification.   The existing case-by-case labor 
certification system should be replaced with a system 
that provides for pre-certified employers, designates 
shortage occupations for blanket certifications, and uses 
a streamlined individual certification process for non-
shortage occupations. Pre-certifications would require 
employers to file sworn attestations that no qualified 
US workers are available to do the job, that no striking 
workers are being replaced, and that prevailing wages 
will be paid.   
     Worker flexibility.   Temporary and provisional work-
ers should have the right to change employers after an 
initial period without jeopardizing their immigration 
status, and to exercise labor rights comparable to those 
of similarly employed US workers.        

   Immigrant Integration  

  US immigration policies are specified in great detail in US 
laws, but integration policies are skeletal, ad hoc, and under-
funded. Immigrant integration is an essential dimension of 
successful immigration, especially in a period of large-scale 
immigration. Currently, there is no focal point for leadership 
in the federal government to promote immigrant integration. 
Individual, family, and state and local efforts accomplish a 
great deal, but they could be better leveraged to achieve impor-
tant national goals.  

   Office of Immigrant Integration  
  A National Office on Immigrant Integration should be cre-
ated to provide leadership, visibility, and a focal point at the 
federal level for integration policy. The office would establish 
goals for immigrant integration, and measure the degree to 
which these goals are met. The office would assess and coor-
dinate federal policies and agencies related to integration, and 
serve as an intermediary with state and local governments. As 
a principal priority, the office should examine the supply of 
and demand for English-language instruction among limited 
English-proficient groups, and provide leadership and exper-
tise for public and private sector initiatives and resources to 
meet that demand.   

•

•

   The Unauthorized Population  
  An earned path to permanent legal status is the most urgent 
immigrant integration need at this time and should be provided 
for unauthorized immigrants currently in the United States. The 
requirements for earning legal status should be the same for 
all eligible applicants. A legalization process should be simple, 
with an eligibility date that is as recent as possible. The process 
should include registration for work eligibility in the United 
States, accompanied by a background security check, English-
language requirements, and payment of a substantial fine for 
illegally entering the United States. Earned legal status should 
occur within the context of broad, comprehensive immigration 
reform.    

   The Region  

  Illegal migration is a regional issue. Nearly 80 percent of the 
unauthorized population in the United States is from Latin 
America, primarily from Mexico and Central America. The 
flow of remittance earnings from migrants in the United States 
to families and communities in their home countries has reached 
record amounts. The United States must engage Mexico and 
Canada in longer-term initiatives that result in viable economies 
and higher standards of living throughout the region.   

   Conclusion  

  America’s ability to effectively manage and take advantage of 
our current period of large-scale immigration constitutes a new 
chapter in the nation’s immigration experiences that will play a 
large part in shaping our nation in the 21  st    century. Will we be 
able to compete effectively? Will we be secure? Will we main-
tain our tradition of openness? The Task Force strongly believes 
that the United States can answer each of these questions in the 
affirmative, but only if we adopt a simplified, comprehensive, 
and new approach to immigration that addresses the American 
people’s sense of crisis about illegal immigration, as well as the 
opportunities that immigration provides for the United States 
in a new era.    

   Notes  
 1.   Andrew Sum, Neeta Fog, Paul Harrington, et al., “Immigrant 

Workers and the Great American Job Machine: The Contribu-
tions of New Foreign Immigrants to National and Regional Labor 
Force Growth in the 1990s” (Boston, MA: Northeastern Univer-
sity Center for Labor Market Studies, August 2002), 16–17.  

 2.   The Council of Graduate Schools found that 50 percent of stu-
dents enrolled in graduate degree programs in engineering were 
foreign-born temporary US residents, while 41 percent of stu-
dents enrolled in graduate degree programs in the physical sci-
ences were foreign-born temporary residents. Heath A. Brown, 
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