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News Release:
Broken Immigration System Risks
Serious Damage to U.S. National
Interests, Warns CFR Task Force
July 8, 2009—“The continued failure to devise and implement a sound and sustainable
immigration policy threatens to weaken America’s economy, to jeopardize its diplomacy, and
to imperil its national security,” concludes a new Council on Foreign Relations (CFR)
Independent Task Force co‐chaired by former Florida governor Jeb Bush and former White
House chief of staff Thomas “Mack” McLarty.
“The stakes are too high to fail,” says the report. “If the United States continues to mishandle
its immigration policy, it will damage one of the vital underpinnings of American prosperity
and security, and could condemn the country to a long, slow decline in its status in the
world.” For this reason, the report urges: “The United States needs a fundamental overhaul of
its immigration laws.”
U.S. Immigration Policy contends that America has reaped tremendous benefits from
opening its doors to immigrants, as well as to students, skilled employees and others who may
only live in the country for shorter periods of time. But it warns that “the continued inability
of the United States to develop and enforce a workable system of immigration laws threatens
to undermine these achievements.”
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Directed by CFR Senior Fellow Edward Alden, the CFR‐sponsored Independent Task Force
on U.S. Immigration Policy reflects the consensus of a bipartisan group of eminent leaders in
the fields of immigration policy, homeland security, education, labor, business, academia and
human rights. The group urges Congress and the Obama administration to move ahead with
immigration reform legislation that achieves three critical goals:
− Reforms the legal immigration system so that it operates more efficiently, responds more
accurately to labor market needs, and enhances U.S. competitiveness;
− Restores the integrity of immigration laws through an enforcement regime that strongly
discourages employers and employees from operating outside that legal system, secures
America’s borders, and levies significant penalties against those who violate the rules;
− Offers a fair, humane, and orderly way to allow many of the roughly twelve million migrants
currently living illegally in the United States to earn the right to remain legally.
According to the report, the high level of illegal immigration in the country is increasingly
damaging to U.S. national interests—“[it] diminishes respect for the law, creates potential
security risks, weakens labor rights, strains U.S. relations with its Mexican neighbor, and
unfairly burdens public education and social services in many states.”
But it contends that “no enforcement effort will succeed properly unless the legal channels for
coming to the United States can be made to work better.” Therefore, “the U.S. government
must invest in creating a working immigration system that alleviates long and
counterproductive backlogs and delays, and ensures that whatever laws are enacted by
Congress are enforced thoroughly and effectively.”
The Task Force lays out a series of concrete, realistic recommendations for legislation and
administrative reforms that would be part of an immigration policy that better serves America’s
national interests:
− Comprehensive immigration reform: A new effort to pass a comprehensive immigration
reform bill should be a first‐tier priority for the Obama administration and Congress, and
should be started without delay.
− Attracting skilled immigrants: The United States must tackle head‐on the growing
competition for skilled immigrants from other countries, and make the goal of attracting
such immigrants a central component of its immigration policy. The report urges an end to
the hard caps on employment‐based immigrant visas and skilled work visas in favor of a
more flexible system, the elimination of strict nationality quotas, and new opportunities for
foreign students earning advanced degrees to remain in the United States after they
graduate.
− National security: The Task Force calls for minimizing visa restrictions that impede
scientific collaboration, noting that America’s long‐term security depends on maintaining
its place as a world leader in science and technology. The administration should also permit
a broader effort by the U.S. military to recruit recent immigrants who are not yet citizens or
green card holders, so as to bolster U.S. military capabilities.
− Employer enforcement: The Task Force supports a mandatory system for verifying those
who are authorized to work in the United States, including a workable and reliable
biometric verification system with secure documents. Tougher penalties should be levied
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against those who refuse to comply. It calls employer enforcement “the single most effective
and humane enforcement tool available to discourage illegal migration.
− Simplifying, streamlining, and investing in the immigration system: Congress and the
Obama administration should establish a high‐level independent commission to make
recommendations for simplifying the administration and improving the transparency of U.S.
immigration laws. The government must redouble its efforts to reduce backlogs and other
unnecessary delays by investing in the personnel and technology necessary for handling visa
and immigration applications efficiently.
− Improving America’s image abroad: The administration and Congress should launch a
comprehensive review of the current security‐related restrictions on travel to the United
States, with an eye toward lifting restrictions that do not significantly reduce the risk of
terrorists or criminals entering the country.
− Border enforcement: The report favors the full implementation of the Secure Border
Initiative to gain greater operational control of the country’s borders. It also calls for the
expansion of “smart border” initiatives that use information technologies and targeting tools
to help distinguish individuals who may pose a security risk to the United States while
facilitating easier entry by the vast majority of legitimate visitors and immigrants.
− State and local enforcement: State and local police forces can and should be used to
augment federal immigration enforcement capabilities, as long as this does not interfere
with their core mission of maintaining safety and security in the communities they serve.
− Earned legalization: The Task Force favors a policy of earned legalization, not amnesty, for
many of the illegal immigrants currently living in the United States. The DREAM Act,
reintroduced in the 111th Congress, provides the right model by requiring that young people
without status who wish to remain in the United States must attend college or perform
military service and demonstrate good moral character in order to earn their eligibility for
permanent residence.
− Upholding American values: The report identifies three areas that need immediate and
serious review—incarceration policies, the severe penalties for minor immigration and
criminal violations, and policies on refugees and asylees—and offers steps to address them,
including:
o Expand the use of alternatives to detention, such as ankle bracelets or monitoring
parolees.
o Allow greater discretion in implementing some of the penalties that were previously
passed by Congress, such as the mandatory three, five, and ten year bars for many
returning deportees.
o Create an office within the Department of Homeland Security that is responsible for
refugee protection, and give greater priority for refugee issues throughout the
Department of Homeland Security and in the White House.
The consensus on the bipartisan Task Force around these issues demonstrates that progress
on immigration can be achieved. The report concludes that “the United States has the
understanding, the capabilities, and the incentives to move forward and create a more
intelligent, better functioning immigration system that will serve the country’s interests. It is
time to get on with the job.”
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For the full text of the report, visit: http://www.cfr.org/immigration_policy
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The Council on Foreign Relations sponsors Independent Task Forces to assess issues of current and
critical importance to U.S. foreign policy and provide policymakers with concrete judgments and
recommendations. Diverse in backgrounds and perspectives, Task Force members aim to reach a
meaningful consensus on policy through private and nonpartisan deliberations. Once launched, Task
Forces are independent of CFR and solely responsible for the content of their reports. Task Force
members are asked to join a consensus signifying that they endorse “the general policy thrust and
judgments reached by the group, though not necessarily every finding and recommendation.” Each
Task Force member also has the option of putting forward an additional or dissenting view. Members’
affiliations are listed for identification purposes only and do not imply institutional endorsement. Task
Force observers participate in discussions, but are not asked to join the consensus.
The Council on Foreign Relations (CFR) is an independent, nonpartisan membership organization,
think tank, and publisher dedicated to being a resource for its members, government officials, business
executives, journalists, educators and students, civic and religious leaders, and other interested citizens
in order to help them better understand the world and the foreign policy choices facing the United
States and other countries.
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