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(THE CONVERSATION) President Donald Trump has embraced the rhetoric of “chain
migration” to spread the message that the United States is legally letting in too many of the
wrong kind of immigrant.

That term, however, distorts the facts.

As a scholar on U.S. immigration law and policy, I’d like to correct and contextualize the
numbers on the now maligned “family-based immigration,” and uncover the biases that underlie
the preference for the “highly-skilled” immigrant. Family immigration is subject to significant
limitations and it exists because American values include ideals such as family unification.

On Jan. 5, the Trump administration published its framework on immigration reform and border
security. To fulfill its promise to cut lawful immigration by half, the proposal limits family
immigration to spouses and minor children of U.S. citizens and lawful permanent residents. This
proposed cut would eliminate the ability of U.S. citizens and permanent residents to sponsor their
siblings and adult children. It would also stop U.S. citizens from sponsoring their parents.

To support these cuts, President Trump alleged in his first State of the Union address that current
law creates a chain of migration that allows immigrants to sponsor “unlimited numbers of distant
relatives.” This claim is untrue.

With few exceptions, all lawful permanent immigration to the United States is subject to annual
limits. Moreover, no single nation may send more than 7 percent of the overall total number of
immigrants coming to the United States in a given year. Only U.S. citizens can sponsor
immediate relatives — their spouses, minor and unmarried children and parents — without these
limits. In recent years, immediate relatives have comprised nearly half of all family immigration
to the United States.

All family immigration categories except immediate relatives are severely backlogged, and in
particular for nations with high levels of immigration to the United States. In fact, applicants for
family immigration from China, India, Mexico and the Philippines face wait times of up to 20



years. According to the U.S. State Department, approximately 3.9 million immigrants are
waiting in line for an opportunity to immigrate.

The White House website features a chart on chain migration that presents a series of data points
intended to suggest that legal immigrants are overwhelming the nation. For example, the chart
states, “Every year the U.S. resettles a population larger than the size of Washington D.C.”
While factually correct, this data point distorts reality by ignoring context.

It’s true that in absolute numbers, immigration to the United States is greater than any other
country. However, it is small when considering the overall size of the U.S. population. In fact,
according to the libertarian CATO Institute, as a percentage of its population, U.S. immigration
flows rank relatively low as compared to other major industrialized nations such as Canada and
Australia.

The Trump administration has expressed a preference for highly skilled immigrants. The
assumption is that immigration systems that value other factors — such as family unification,
diversity or humanitarian goals — allows “low-skilled” immigrants into the U.S. They also
assume these immigrants cannot or refuse to assimilate, or may even be dangerous. The profiles
of permanent immigration to the United States today, however, reveal a much more positive
reality.

Nearly 34 million legal permanent residents live in the United States, two-thirds of whom arrived
based on family sponsorship. As a whole, demographic data show that lawful permanent
residents work in a range of occupations and professions. They show good levels of social
integration. Legal permanent residents and immigrants also generally have lower levels of
criminality compared to the population of people born in the U.S.

Most studies on the fiscal impact of U.S. immigration conclude that immigrant contributions
have been positive to the overall U.S. economy. They have little to no adverse impact on native
workers.

There are, however, variations among immigrants across measures such as educational
attainment, home ownership and English proficiency. In general, for example, Asian immigrants
outperform immigrants from Latin American and even the native born on some of these
measures. But there are historical and geographic reasons that explain why immigrants from
Mexico and Central America to the United States have tended to be from poorer and more
vulnerable communities.

These variations do not mean that some immigrants integrate poorly or fail to contribute to U.S.
society. Rather, their contributions are devalued in this new rhetoric of “merit” migration.

This new standard of “merit” — measured in terms of high levels training and education, English-
language proficiency and high wages — creates a hardly achievable race to the top. It narrows the
definition of who should be considered a “deserving” immigrant. Nearly all U.S. citizens would
likely be undeserving of U.S. immigration under these standards.



Other important values are lost that | believe should continue to define our identity as a nation.
These values include family unification, compassion toward people who are persecuted and
being good neighbors. They also mean valuing the contributions of immigrants who do the
difficult work of picking our fruit, cleaning our houses, cutting our lawns and caring for our
children and elderly.



