THE CONTROVERSY OF UNDOCUMENTED IMMIGRATION: WHY IS THE CHURCH
TAKING A STAND? By Martina Keller*

Anyone following the news has seen that immigration has become one of our country’s most hotly
debated issues within the past year. Not only has the issue been a focal point of this year’s elections, but
it has also been an issue over which the U.S. Conference on Catholic Bishops and many within the
Church have become vocal. Why? According to recent estimates, there are as many as 10-11 million
undocumented immigrants currently residing in the United States. 2-3 million among them are children.
Approximately 450,000 new undocumented immigrants enter the U.S. each year. With these kinds of
figures, all agree that our current immigration system is broken.

As lawmakers and government officials consider various proposals designed to strengthen immigration
law enforcement, one of the central issues in the debate is how the U.S. should respond to the presence of
the large undocumented population. Some argue that increased enforcement will force this population to
eventually leave the country. Others recognize that this population, which by and large works
productively in the U.S. and is generally not made up of “criminals”, has little or no opportunity under the
current law to enter and stay in the U.S. legally. Some believe, including the US Catholic bishops, that
the issue undermines basic human dignity and that these immigrants should be given the opportunity to
obtain permanent legal status through an “earned” legalization program after demonstrating eligibility.
The following is the first of a series of articles examining some of the specific issues in the debate with
the hope of educating our Catholic community on why this issue is important.

Some people believe: “Undocumented immigrants broke the law and should not be rewarded by
being allowed to stay in the U.S.” Those people seeking to further restrict the immigration laws and
increase the removal of undocumented immigrants see only that such people are outside of the law. They
call undocumented immigrants “criminals” and are not open to a discussion of why these people are
outside of the law or whether the law that was violated is in the best interest of the United States.

Those who support comprehensive immigration reform, on the other hand, argue that a closer look at the
root causes of why people come to the U.S. and why our immigration system is broken is a necessary part
of the analysis. First of all, most undocumented immigrants come to the United States for two principal
reasons: as a means of survival and to be reunited with close family members. Yet, the opportunities to
enter or stay in the country through legal channels are severely limited. The current immigration system
is a patchwork of complicated and contradictory provisions that does not adequately meet labor market
demands and often serves to forcibly separate families. The fact that the immigration system is broken
contributes to the abuse, exploitation and even deaths of migrants who otherwise contribute their hard
work and talent to this country and are often members of families with U.S. citizens and legal residents.
Moreover, undocumented immigrants are not criminals. With rare exceptions, most undocumented
immigrants have not broken criminal laws in entering the U.S., as immigration laws are civil and not
criminal in nature. While undocumented immigrants are indeed outside of the law, and thus “break” the
law, the unjust, outdated and inadequate law also breaks them. The nation cannot have it both ways.

Some people say: “My immigrant relatives came here legally and so should these new immigrants.”
For the first 153 years of our nation, there was no general law controlling immigration into the U.S.,
unless targeted specifically to criminals. Furthermore, the first immigration laws to be enacted in the 20™
century were seldom enforced. Congress did not authorize or appropriate funds to enforce the law until
the late 1940°s. The first version of the current law was enacted in 1965 and dramatically curtailed the
flow of immigration to the United States by establishing arbitrary numerical limitations and limiting the
categories in which people could qualify for immigration to the United States. Since 1965, Congress has
continually amended the existing law on a regular basis creating the patchwork of complicated and
contradictory rules that make up the current system. So unless one’s relatives immigrated to the U.S.
after 1965, chances are those family members entered the U.S. under much more lenient provisions than
what immigrants are facing today. Realistically, there can be no comparison between the broken
immigration system today with the immigration standards of even less than 15 years ago.



Supporters of comprehensive immigration reform recognize that the current immigration system is ill-
equipped to handle the current demand for immigrant labor in the country and is responsible for the
inhumane separation of families in this country. By creating a means in which people can legally work in
the U.S. and legally remain here to be with family, supporters of comprehensive immigration reform
believe that most undocumented immigrants would come out of the shadows and welcome the
opportunity to become fully participating Americans — much in the same way our own immigrant
relatives once did.

Some people say: “Providing legal status to undocumented immigrants will penalize immigrants
who wait in line and come to the U.S. legally.” The current broken immigration system has led to
severe backlogs in visa availability causing some categories of people to wait as long as 20 years before a
U.S. visa becomes available. Many people waiting for these visas are living outside of the U.S. and have
never even been here. For this reason, many people feel that an “amnesty” is unfair to all the people
waiting patiently outside of the U.S. who would never consider entering the U.S. as an undocumented
immigrant. Those people who seek increased immigration enforcement and view undocumented
immigrants as “criminals” believe that any provision providing the undocumented with legal means for
normalizing their status as a form of amnesty. They are unwilling to support any legislative change that
would allow the undocumented any possibility of becoming a U.S. citizen in the future.

Contrary to what their opponents suggest, supporters of comprehensive immigration reform do not
support the idea of amnesty. Instead, such supporters, including the U.S. Catholic bishops, support
legislation already passed in the U.S. Senate which allows for undocumented immigrants to earn
permanent residence in the United States through demonstration of a six year work history, payment of
taxes, a knowledge of English, a criminal & security background check, and payment of a penalty. It
would take an undocumented immigrant living in the U.S. today more than 11 years to become a U.S.
citizen — hardly the free or easy benefit some suggest it may be. Furthermore, the Senate legislation
would reduce backlogs in family based categories, helping to diminish one of the root causes of
undocumented immigration in the U.S., as many of the undocumented immigrants here today are also
waiting in line for visas to become available. By fixing the system through expansion of available visa
numbers, the incentive to migrate outside of the law will be mitigated.

More discussion on the immigration debate and why the Church is involved will follow in the
coming weeks. For more detailed information see www.justiceforimmigrants.org.

*Martina Keller, a Queen of All Saints parishioner, is an attorney in private practice and a pro bono advisor to the
Archdiocese of Chicago’s Catholic Campaign for Immigration Reform.

A | JUSTICE FOR
\ _IIMMIGRANTS

a journey of hope

THE CATHOLIC CAMPAIGN FOR IMMIGRATION REFORM




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /FRA <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents with higher image resolution for improved printing quality. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later.)
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308000200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e30593002537052376642306e753b8cea3092670059279650306b4fdd306430533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


