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Issue:  Illegal Immigration 

 

Illegal Immigration  
A problem Republicans do not want to solve 

 

The unprecedented numbers of undocumented migrants arriving in the U.S. are straining both 
national and local resources. Federal agencies are responsible for immigration, which includes 
immigration judges, asylum officers, border patrol officers and more. However, it is cities that bear 
the brunt of providing services for newly arrived migrants, such as food and shelter.1 

The focus of Local Majority is to provide research to Democratic state house and state senate 
candidates; hence a report about illegal immigration would seem to be outside our purview. 
Unfortunately, President Biden is being blamed for the deluge of immigrants, even though it is 
Congress that must pass legislation and allocate funds. Further, the President cannot control factors 
which cause people to leave their home countries. If President Biden is faulted for border problems, 
this could have negative ramifications for down-ballot Democratic candidates. It is worth a brief 
overview of this issue. 

This main portion of this paper has sections about pathways to legal status, why the immigration 
system is overwhelmed, what powers the President and Congress have to address immigration and 
what happens to undocumented immigrants entering the U.S. Finally, there is a brief discussion of 
the state of immigration in Arizona. There are four appendices. Appendix 1 provides information 
about some of the resources the recent—and failed—bipartisan immigration bill would have 
provided. The second appendix is a series of charts showing different scenarios for undocumented 
immigrants arriving at the southern border. The last two appendices discuss the effects on the 
economy of undocumented immigrants and Republican myths about crime committed by the 
undocumented. 

………….. 

In October of 2023, the new Republican Speaker of the House, Mike Johnson, stated “We have a 
catastrophe at our southern border. The Senate and the White House can no longer ignore the 
problem.” 

2 

In spite of such statements by Speaker Johnson and other Republicans, their inaction on the recent 
bipartisan bill crafted in the Senate demonstrates their unwillingness to provide actual solutions.3 
That is because to fix the immigration problem would provide a political “win” for President Biden. 

The recent bipartisan legislation would have been the biggest change in immigration law in decades. 
In this bill, Democrats agreed to almost every demand of Senate Republicans. But because Donald 
Trump did not want Democrats to get the credit, he torpedoed the bill by encouraging Republicans 
to vote against it. On social media, Trump posted that “This Bill is a great gift to the Democrats, and a 
Death Wish for the Republican Party.”4 
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In the aftermath of the immigration bill’s death, one of the bill’s architects, Republican Senator James 
Lankford said: “I had a popular commentator that told me flat-out, before they knew any of the 
contents of the bill … if you try to move a bill that solves the border crisis during this presidential 
year, I will do whatever I can to destroy you, because I do not want you to solve this during the 
presidential election.”5 

Appendix 1 gives an overview of what was in this bill. 

Pathways to legal status in the U.S.  

There are very few routes for achieving legal status. Around a million green cards are issued per 
year.6 The number of temporary work visas is about 140,000 per year.7 Even for those who attempt 
to get a green card through family status, the wait time is measured in years, or even decades. 

Contrast those numbers with the recent number of migrants arriving at the border. The number of 
Border Patrol “encounters” at the southern border was about 250,000 people in the month of 
December 2023, although it dropped somewhat in January 2024.8 (The same individual may be 
“encountered” more than once at the border. Also, some people cross the border without ever having 
any contact with the Border Patrol.) 

Arrivals at the southern border 

People come to the U.S. to escape violence, poverty, and political chaos in their home countries.9 
Some come seeking jobs, attracted by the strong U.S. economy.10 Historically, most migrants were 
young men who came from Mexico and Central America. But now people from all over the 
developing world, including many countries in Asia, are arriving at our southern border.11 

Why is the immigration system overwhelmed? 

The short answer is that our immigration system has not been revised since the 1980s when Ronald 
Reagan was President. There are now many more people entering the U.S. and not nearly enough 
resources to handle them. The number immigration judges, asylum officers and other personnel is 
woefully inadequate. For example, even if the number of immigration judges increased by 700, 
which would slightly more than double the current number, the Congressional Research Service 
believes it would take 10 years to process all asylum seekers.12 

The bipartisan border bill provided funding for the Border Patrol, asylum officers and immigration 
judges.   

What can the president do to solve border problems? What powers does 
Congress have? 

The president’s job is to enforce and execute the laws. The president has the power to decide how 
best to execute the laws. For example, the president can decide who to prioritize for deportation and 
how to allocate limited resources. The president also has the authority to grant work authorization to 
undocumented immigrants, a power that was granted in 1986 legislation passed during the Reagan 
administration.13 The role of Congress is to allocate the funds to carry out execution of the laws it 
writes. 
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What happens to migrants entering the U.S? 

Because there are so few legal pathways for immigrants to obtain legal status in the U.S., many people 
choose to seek asylum, even though most will not qualify. 

Both U.S. and international law contain provisions enabling immigrants to request asylum.14 To be 
eligible for asylum, “a claim of persecution must be made based on one of five ‘protected 
grounds’: race, religion, nationality, political opinion, or membership in a particular social 
group.”15 Asylum cannot be requested from outside the U.S. 

Many migrants immediately request asylum on arrival. However, they have a year after entering the 
country to apply for asylum. The percentage of undocumented migrants who apply for asylum is not 
publicly known.16 In 2019, Politifact reported that “About 20 to 30 percent of asylum requests have 
been granted annually since 2009.”17 

“Many of those intercepted at the border are turned away immediately under current policies, but 
those who are allowed to pursue their claims for asylum or humanitarian relief can either be detained 
or released into the U.S. while undergoing deportation proceedings that can stretch out for years.”18 

Appendix 2 contains a series of charts showing the different scenarios that undocumented 
immigrants can face after arriving at our southern border. What the charts don’t show is the 
percentage of migrants who fall into each category. 

Arizona and illegal immigration 

In 2010, with a Republican-controlled legislature and a Republican governor, Arizona passed SB 
1070, an anti-immigrant bill. One provision in this bill allowed police to demand documentation 
showing the immigration status of any person suspected of being undocumented. Another provision 
allowed police to arrest people they believed to be “deportable.”19 The U.S. Supreme Court upheld 
the “show me your papers” provision, but struck down the other provisions. Eventually, in 2016, the 
state stopped enforcing “show me your papers.”20 Conference cancellations and tourist boycotts in 
the aftermath of passage of SB 1070 had a detrimental effect on the state’s economy. One estimate 
was a loss of “$253 million in economic output, $9.4 million in tax revenues, and 2,761 jobs.”21 
Democratic state Senator Rosanne Gabaldón said that after the law’s passage police pulled her over at 
least 10 times.22 In the first three months alone after passage, litigation costs were over $1 million.23 

Fourteen years later, Republicans in the legislature are at it again with passage of another anti-
immigrant bill, SB 1231. This bill, called the “Arizona Border Invasion Act,” was vetoed by Gov. Katie 
Hobbs. The bill would have made it a “misdemeanor to cross the state’s southern border anywhere 
but at the ports of entry and allowed local police officers to arrest migrants suspected of violating the 
act. Those convicted of a first offense would have faced a six-month jail sentence unless they agreed 
to return to Mexico voluntarily.”24 

In her veto statement, Gov. Hobbs acknowledged the frustrations resulting from the failure of the 
federal government to secure the border, but wrote that SB 1231 was anti-business and would destroy 
jobs.25  

Being cognizant of the problems created by enormous numbers of undocumented immigrants, Gov. 
Hobbs has bused migrants away from overwhelmed border communities to other cities both in and 
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outside of Arizona.26 Perhaps to redirect ire away from the governor’s office, in her January 2024 
state of the state address, Gov. Hobbs blamed Joe Biden and the federal government for the 
immigration mess.27 In light of U.S. House Republicans’ rejection of the bipartisan reform bill in 
February 2024, blame should more accurately be placed on House Republicans. 

Conclusion 

It’s an understatement to say that immigration is a complicated problem. The solutions will require 
both houses of Congress and the President to collaborate. Many more resources will be required to 
handle the backlog of cases as well as to manage the recent influx of migrants. Although there are 
costs associated with the wave of immigrants, deporting all the undocumented would lead to 
significant costs. 

To solve the problems involved with immigration, we need to elect serious politicians who are 
interested in governing. For now, that means electing Democrats, as Republicans have shown they 
are not sincere in wanting to address the pressing issues facing our nation. 

 

 

Appendix 1. What was in the bipartisan bill that Republicans tanked? 

The text below is from the February 29, 2024 White House Fact Sheet about the Border Agreement 
Funding. Here’s the link to the complete Fact Sheet: 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2024/02/29/fact-sheet-impact-of-
bipartisan-border-agreement-funding-on-border-
operations/#:~:text=The%20bipartisan%20Senate%20bill%20would,officers%20to%20do%20initial%20s
creenings 

 

 

Border Patrol: Border Patrol staffing has remained roughly flat over the last four years, despite 

border encounters increasing by 250 percent over the same period. Today, there are just shy of 

20,000 Border Patrol Agents. The bipartisan Senate bill would add more than 1,500 new 

Customs and Border Protection personnel. 

 

Asylum Officers and Asylum Reform: Similarly, Asylum Officer staffing has remained 

stagnant over the last four years and there is an insufficient number of asylum officers to do 

initial screenings. As a result, each asylum case generally takes 5 to 7 years to be heard and 

adjudicated. Today, there are approximately 1,000 Asylum Officers; the bipartisan Senate 

bill would add an additional 4,300 Asylum Officers and it would make the asylum 

process faster and fairer. 

 

Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE): ICE detention facilities are currently over 

capacity. Today, ICE has approximately 40,000 detention beds. The bipartisan Senate 

agreement would increase detention beds to a total of 50,000. Moreover, without 

immediate action from Congress DHS will need to move funding to ICE from other critical 
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missions or reduce ICE’s enforcement operations to manage a shortfall of several hundred 

million dollars. 

 

Immigration Judges: Currently there is a backlog of over 2 million cases for immigration 

judges. Each asylum case generally takes 5 to 7 years to complete. Without more judges, these 

timelines and backlogs will continue to grow. Today there is funding for 734 immigration 

judges, the bipartisan Senate bill would provide funding for an additional 100 

immigration judges and their associated staff. 

 

 

Appendix 2. What happens to migrants arriving at the border 

The six charts below are from a May 2023 article in the New York Times: 
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2023/05/11/world/americas/mexico-border-routes.html  

As can be seen from the charts, there are several situations where migrants are released into the U.S. 
while they await court proceedings. They include: 

• People who have managed to get an asylum appointment at a border checkpoint 
• People who are apprehended and sent to a processing center 
• People who have been denied asylum in another country and who an asylum officer believes 

to have legitimate fears if returned to their home country. 
It may take years before migrants receive a court date.  
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Appendix 3. Undocumented immigrants: Net gain or drain on the 
economy? 

It depends on who you ask—and when—because up-to-date information is difficult to come by. The 
information cited in this section is from before the pandemic and before the recent influx of 
undocumented immigrants. 

The left-leaning Center for American Progress estimated in 2016 that a “policy of mass deportation 
would immediately reduce the nation’s GDP by 1.4 percent, and ultimately by 2.6 percent, and reduce 
cumulative GDP over 10 years by $4.7 trillion.” 

28 On the other hand, benefits to the economy due to 
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undocumented immigrants in the labor force are not distributed evenly. Regions with many 
undocumented immigrants will bear significant costs due to the myriad of public services required. 29 

What is not in question is that some industries have a significant number of undocumented workers. 
The table below, from the New American Economy, shows that undocumented immigrants comprise 
over 36% of all agricultural workers.30 The American Action Forum has a similar chart but with 
somewhat different categories and for 2012. The percentages of undocumented workers in its 
categories are much lower.31  

Although the data varies depending on the source and year, what is clear is that if all undocumented 
immigrants were removed, the costs of food and housing and services that rely on undocumented 
workers would increase, possibly dramatically. 
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Appendix 4. Republican myths about undocumented immigrants 

Undocumented immigrants are bringing drugs over the border  

Some Republicans claim that migrants are bringing drugs over the border. Drugs are entering the 
U.S. at the southern border, but generally cartels are bringing them through legal points of entry, 
often by using U.S. citizens as couriers.32, 33 The Border Patrol has said that 90% of fentanyl 
confiscated at the border was at legal crossings and that 91% of people caught were U.S. Citizens.34 

Immigrants commit more crimes than the native-born 

The short answer is no, they do not. There is no evidence that immigrants—legal or not—commit a 
disproportionate share of crime. In fact, the contrary seems to be true: immigrants commit fewer 
crimes than those born in the U.S. The only exception is identity theft, which appears to occur more 
often in regions with many undocumented people.35 
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