
 

Trump’s Plan to Slash Legal Immigration—By the 

Numbers 

Kanyakrit Vongkiatkajorn 

February 27, 2018 

Reducing illegal immigration is one of President Donald Trump’s best known policy goals. But 

President Donald Trump has also insisted that curbing legal immigration must be a part of 

an immigration deal. Efforts to pass a bipartisan immigration bill have repeatedly stalled in 

Congress, with Trump rejecting any deals that do not address restrictions on legal immigration 

and provide funding for a border wall.  

The White House’s immigration plan would put significant limits on legal family-based 

migration. Under the plan, legal immigrants could only sponsor their spouses and their minor 

children for legal permanent residency, the first step toward gaining citizenship. Citizens would 

no longer be able to sponsor their parents, grown children, or siblings for legal residency. 

Current green card holders would no longer be able to sponsor their adult children. The proposal 

draws heavily from the RAISE Act, legislation proposed last February by Republican senators 

Tom Cotton of Arkansas and David Perdue of Georgia. The changes would be applied 

“prospectively, not retroactively,” according to the White House, likely meaning that current 

applications would still be processed, but future applications would be blocked.  

Trump’s proposal would be the largest policy cut to to legal immigration since the 1920s, and the 

largest immigration policy shift since 1965, according to the libertarian Cato Institute. 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/white-house-framework-immigration-reform-border-security/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-trump-immigration-exclusive/exclusive-trump-takes-hard-line-on-immigration-rejects-horrible-bipartisan-plan-idUSKBN1F62QL
https://www.politico.com/story/2018/02/15/immigration-daca-senate-412459
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/white-house-framework-immigration-reform-border-security/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/white-house-framework-immigration-reform-border-security/
https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/senate-bill/354
https://www.cato.org/blog/white-house-plan-bans-22-million-legal-immigrants-over-5-decades


 

 

Anti-immigration activists have pushed for reducing family migration for years, often referring 

to the process as “chain migration.” Demographers first used the term in the ’60s to describe 

migration trends, but it has since become a politicized buzzword. The Trump administration 

has misleadingly characterized “chain migration” as a source of low-skilled immigrants who are 

admitted without limit or sufficient vetting. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/01/26/us/politics/the-facts-behind-the-weaponized-phrase-chain-migration.html
https://www.whitehouse.gov/articles/chain-migration-numbers/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/articles/time-end-chain-migration/


“It conjures up this idea of a process that’s out of control, that draws people into the country 

without limitation,” says Julia Gelatt, an analyst at the Migration Policy Institute, a think tank in 

Washington, D.C. that studies immigration and refugee policies. Ignoring the term “family,” 

Gelatt notes, makes it easier to foster opposition to the policy. “It’s hard to argue against family 

reunification,” she says.  

Family-based migration isn’t unlimited, and there are already a number of restrictions in place—

including strict caps on the numbers of visas that can be issued in each country. As there are 

currently nearly 4 million people on the waiting list for visas, some family sponsorships can take 

up to 20 years, making it difficult to actually build a lengthy chain of relatives.  

 

To apply for these visas, family members must to go through extensive background checks, medical 

screenings, and, in some cases, in-person interviews. Family-based migration has been a part of US 

immigration policy since the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1952. It’s likely that First Lady Melania 

Trump’s parents, legal permanent residents who are in the process of obtaining 

citizenship, benefitted from the family sponsorship process, according to immigration lawyers 

interviewed by the Washington Post. 

https://www.migrationpolicy.org/
https://travel.state.gov/content/dam/visas/Statistics/Immigrant-Statistics/WaitingList/WaitingListItem_2017.pdf
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/national-security/how-chain-migration-became-a-target-in-trumps-immigration-agenda/2018/01/02/dd30e034-efdb-11e7-90ed-77167c6861f2_story.html?utm_term=.15388e80d12a
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/homesec/R43145.pdf
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/melania-trumps-parents-are-legal-permanent-residents-raising-questions-about-whether-they-relied-on-chain-migration/2018/02/21/3b573df8-1687-11e8-8b08-027a6ccb38eb_story.html?hpid=hp_hp-top-table-main_melaniasparents-1244pm%3Ahomepage%2Fstory&utm_term=.a35d6ce9e87a


Trump’s immigration plan would also affect the demographics of immigrants coming into the country, 

according to analyses from the Center for Global Development, a think tank based in Washington, D.C., 

and the Washington Post.  

 

https://www.cgdev.org/blog/how-trump-administrations-plan-would-shape-composition-immigration-first-numerical-estimates
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2018/02/06/trump-immigration-plan-could-keep-whites-in-u-s-majority-for-up-to-five-more-years/?utm_term=.e62ea1388477

