
All together now 

Could this be the year for immigration reform? 
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America receives more immigrants than any other country. But its system for dealing with 
them is a model of dysfunctionality, with 11.9m illegally present in 2008, up 42% since 2000. 
Past efforts at reform have failed dismally. In 2006 protesters filled city streets after the House 
of Representatives passed a bill making illegal immigration a felony; but the proposal failed to 
pass muster in the Senate. The Senate’s own effort in 2007 fared even worse. Police clashed 
with a crowd in Los Angeles. Opponents of reform barraged senators with so many calls that 
their phone system crashed. The Senate’s bill, designed to please all sides, ended up pleasing 
no one.  

Now Washington may try again. With a wretched economy and long to-do list, it hardly seems 
an opportune moment. Yet on April 14th America’s two biggest unions, including one that 
helped block reform in 2007, unveiled a plan to push it forward. Luis Gutierrez, a congressman 
from Chicago, has visited 17 cities to build momentum for reform. A coalition of advocacy 
groups is planning an $18m campaign to make immigration a priority. Several big cities will 
hold rallies on May 1st. 

The White House says only that Barack Obama will begin a debate later this year, but many 
reformers are giddy. “We expect something in May,” Mr Gutierrez says hopefully. As The 
Economist went to press on April 16th Mr Obama was due to arrive in Mexico, where the issue 
would undoubtedly surface once more. The day before, he had named Alan Bersin as America’s 
first-ever “border tsar”. 

Advocates contend that bringing immigrants’ shadow economy into the light will fatten tax 
rolls, end the abuse of illegal workers, improve wages for all and spur economic growth. 
Though the details remain controversial, the outline for a sensible system is clear: a more 
tightly controlled border; a path towards legalising existing immigrants; a system for verifying 
the status of workers and punishing employers who flout the rules; and a better way to admit 
temporary workers in future.  

Historically, however, downturns have prompted Americans to shun foreigners, not welcome 
them. Competition for jobs is rising with unemployment. Conservatives and populists remain 



combustible. CNN’s Lou Dobbs has fumed about an “amnesty call” from Washington. Lamar 
Smith, the senior Republican on the House Judiciary Committee, has declared: “No nation 
should force its citizens and legal workers to compete with illegal immigrants.” 

Nevertheless this year’s attempt has at least a chance of success. The federal raid of a 
meatpacking plant in Iowa in 2008 exposed the worst side of America’s system, charging 
immigrants as serious criminals, separating families and upending a town. The Mexican side of 
the border has continued its descent into chaos. Patterns of settlement have shifted, leaving 
states such as Georgia and South Carolina to grapple with unexpected burgeoning immigrant 
populations. Neighbourhoods far from the border, including some suburbs of Washington, DC, 
have been transformed by immigrants. These changes have given the debate over immigration 
a new national context, says Audrey Singer of the Brookings Institution, a think-tank. Without 
guidance from the federal government, last year the states passed 206 laws and resolutions 
related to immigration, says the National Conference on State Legislatures.  

 

The political winds have also shifted. In 2004 Latinos supported John Kerry by 53% to 44%. In 
November they sided with Mr Obama 67% to 31%, helping him win important states such as 
Florida, New Mexico and Colorado. One study found that in 20 of 22 competitive congressional 
races, candidates favouring broad reform defeated hardliners. Before 2008, says Frank Sharry 
of America’s Voice, which did the study, “everyone from Rahm Emanuel to Republican 
operatives thought that illegal immigration was one of those issues that helped Republicans.” 
In 2008 immigration helped mobilise Latino voters for Democrats. Among the general 
electorate, it was the incendiary issue that failed to incense. Our YouGov poll (see chart) 
shows opinion fairly evenly divided. 

Just as important is labour’s apparent change from hindrance to help. In 2007 the AFL-CIO, 
which represents 10m workers, argued that plans to allow illegal immigrants to remain as 
guest workers would depress wages for their members. On April 14th the AFL-CIO and Change 
to Win, a coalition of seven unions representing 6m more, argued that reform would help 
American workers in the long run. The announcement should win some blue-collar Democrats 
to the reformers’ cause.  

While healing one split, the new alliance may reinforce another—with business. The AFL-CIO 
and Change to Win want a new commission to align immigration more closely with the needs 
of the labour market. Congress now caps visas for foreign workers, a clunky system that does 
not match supply too precisely with demand. Business has long bemoaned the limits on skilled 



immigrants in particular, who have founded 52% of Silicon Valley start-ups according to the 
Kauffman Foundation, a Missouri-based think-tank. A new commission might move more 
nimbly than Congress. But business groups fear it could be just as political. 

When Mr Obama may dip his toe in these choppy waters, let alone dive in, remains unclear. 
“The president has consistently said that he wants to start the discussion later this year,” says 
Nick Shapiro, a spokesman for the White House. “But the economy comes first.” 
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