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Center for Employment Policy and Center for American Common Culture

The Senate Immigration Bill: Good or Bad for America?

On June 5, 2007 the Hudson Institute’s Center for Employment Policy and Center for American Common Culture hosted a debate on one of the hottest topics in the Nation: the Senate immigration bill. Hudson Senior Fellow Diana Furchtgott-Roth and Americans for Tax Reform President Grover Norquist, without specifically endorsing the present language, argued that the bill represented a good start to tackling the Nation’s immigration problem, while Hudson Senior Fellow John Fonte and Center for Immigration Studies Executive Director Mark Krikorian argued against the bill. Philip Terzian, literary editor of The Weekly Standard moderated the debate.


Mr. Terzian opened with a background on the United States policy response to the first wave of immigration from the 1840s to the 1850s and through the early 20th century. Over the last couple of decades, another wave of immigration, this time mostly from Latin America, coupled with the alarming and growing security concerns that our Nation faces has precipitated into a heated debate over enforcement and reform of immigration laws; and more specifically, about the level and quality of immigration and the status of illegal immigration. A general consensus has been reached among the public that our borders are not secure. How has our Nation responded? Is the newly legislated immigration bill a step in the right direction? 


Mr. Fonte started the debate by citing the problems with the bill seen by leading conservative political thinkers, such as Peggy Noonan, Charles Krauthammer, and George Will.  It is Mr. Fonte’s belief that the White House is not asking the right questions when it comes to formulating immigration policy. Instead of setting benchmarks and enforcement “triggers,” such as requiring more Border Patrol and building more than half of the 700 mile authorized border fence, Mr. Fonte argues that the White House should be asking the question, “Is the border secure?” In a response to a question later in the debate over how we are to determine if our border is secure, Mr. Fonte said that we should slash border crossing by illegal immigrants by 90%. Enforcement should be driven by results and not phony promises.  As it stands, Mr. Fonte says that the immigration bill “is the end of law enforcement.” Lastly, Mr. Fonte argued that immigrants are not assimilating fast enough.  He recommends ending bilingual language and dual allegiance voting so that immigrants could become more assimilated into the country. He says that America should primarily be viewed as a nation of citizens and not necessarily as a market for consumers.


Mr. Norquist told a story of a “Conservative” opponent of immigration who argued that immigrants came to America went on welfare and became Democrats.  Norquist argued that the speaker had in fact made an argument against welfare, not an argument against immigration. The “conservative” speaker agreed but argued that we could not reform welfare and we could build a coalition to restrict welfare.  History has shown that he was wrong on both counts.  Many critics of immigration are in fact concerned about levels of dependency on welfare programs and concerned about a failure to “Americanize” new citizens.  These are legitimate concerns and real problems,   But welfare dependency and a failure to learn the basics of the constitution and American history affect the native born as well as immigrants.  If there were no foreign countries and no immigrants we need to reduce welfare dependency and break up the failed bureaucratized, unionized government school system.

            Mr. Norquist argued that when we had a 55 mile an hour speed limit—and a great deal of “illegal driving” as a result—serious conservative did not insist that we first enforce the law and jail all speeders. We changed the unreasonable law by increasing the speed limit and then began to enforce a 65 or 75 mile per hour limit.  We need a reasonable level of legal immigration that is closer to 2 million a year rather than the present one million.

            Mr. Norquist specifically did not endorse the bill as written. He feels it is too intrusive in American business, and does not allow enough growth in legal immigration. It would put behind us the fantasy that America would engage in mass deportations of 12 million immigrants—en mass or one by one.


The third speaker, Mark Krikorian, said that this debate is not about whether or not we should welcome immigrants or about legal immigration generally, but about the recently legislated immigration bill. While a firm critic of the bill, Mr. Krikorian believes that it would be a good place to start if it did not include amnesty. Amnesty is the main sticking point for Mr. Krikorian, who believes that the bill sends the wrong message - that amnesty is worth any price regardless of the threats. He listed a number of reasons why the bill is a failure.  For example, the public does not trust our Administration to follow through and deliver promises of enforcement. Mr. Krikorian’s and the general public’s distrust of the Administration’s immigration enforcement stems from a history of failed promises and biased statements such as the one made by Secretary of Homeland Security Michael Chertoff who remarked that the U.S. has “operational control”  over immigration enforcement when the issue is far from that. To Mr. Krikorian, this bill is a replay of the 1986 immigration bill that made unfulfilled promises. With amnesty again at the forefront, promises of enforcement will again be abandoned. Why should we expect anything different?

The final speaker, Diana Furchtgott-Roth, spoke about legal immigration in terms of the Nation’s economic benefits and needs. She believes the bill is a good starting point in promoting the immigration we need but is far from a cure-all solution. Given our near record low unemployment levels and the fact that American companies are in constant need of both the low- and high- skilled, this seems like a ripe opportunity to push for a bill that would promote legal immigration. To keep the U.S. globally competitive we need immigrant workers that can supply the low skilled labor that allows other Americans to move up in the world and seek higher wages and better opportunities and the high skill labor that meets employers’ technical needs. Indeed, high skilled labor provides value added services that leads to innovation and a more competitive America.  American firms would not be as compelled to shift production offshore if more immigrants came to America.   

So how can we better enforce our immigration laws? Under the proposed guest worker program, immigrants work two years, go home for a year, and return to work for another two years. However, we currently do not have fully functioning check in/check out program to enforce those laws. One step that Mr. Fonte recommends is to step up the employer verification law through such means as a fingerprint digital system. This would not only make our Nation safer, but would go a long way in reducing fraud. During the 1986 immigration reforms, nearly 400,000 cases of fraud were reported. Mr. Krikorian’s solution is a consistent policy of attrition as a means of prioritizing and undertaking enforcement. On this point of enforcement, Ms. Furchtgott-Roth agreed that there are holes in the bill. Border fences are not enough as immigrants have other means of crossing the border. Ms. Furchtgott-Roth believes that if immigrants were legalized they would have I.D. through drivers’ licenses, social security numbers, and bank accounts which could allow the government to better accurately monitor any suspicious activity by immigrants. Mr. Norquist says that instant check systems are already used in firearm purchases.  
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