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Instead of addressing the root causes of
migration, the comprehensive immigration
reform bill that was voted out of the U.S.
Senate on June 27, the Border Security,
Economic Opportunity, and Immigration
Modernization Act of 2013 (S. 744), devotes
an astronomical amount of resources, 
$46 billion, to further fortifying our
country’s border with Mexico. Of this
amount, $4.6 billion is dedicated to
implementing a Comprehensive Southern
Border Security Strategy, $8 billion for a
Southern Border Fencing Strategy, and 
$30 billion to hire and deploy an additional
19,200 U.S. Border Patrol agents—resulting
in an almost doubling of the current
number of agents to 38,405.

The goal of the Comprehensive
Southern Border Security Strategy is to
achieve and maintain “effective control” of
high-risk sectors of the border.3 Effective
control of high risk sectors is defined as a)
persistent surveillance and b) an
“effectiveness rate” of 90 percent (measured
by adding apprehensions and turnbacks in a
sector divided by total number of known
illegal entries). The $4.6 billion allocated to
meet border security goals will be spent on
additional mobile, video, and agent
portable surveillance systems, Department
of Defense border radar equipment, and
the deployment of 160 unmanned aircraft
systems, including crew and personnel.4

The $8 billion S. 744 allocates to achieve
its border fencing goals will be used to double
the length of fencing along the southern
border from 350 miles to at least 700 miles.

The bill also allocates additional
funding to criminally prosecute and
incarcerate people crossing the border and
increase coordination with state and local
law enforcement agencies along the
Southwest border. Additionally S. 744
authorizes the deployment of the National
Guard to the southern border to construct
fencing and checkpoints and to increase
ground-based mobile surveillance systems,
among other tasks.

This massive increase in border security
funding is being considered despite the
following facts: 

‰ The U.S. government currently spends
more funding on border enforcement
than on all other major criminal law
enforcement agencies combined.5

‰ Prior high-tech initiatives to secure the
border, such as the Secure Border
Initiative (SBI), have proven costly and
ineffective.6

‰ The border has never been more
secure, with apprehensions hovering at
a 40-year low.7

‰ Just under half of undocumented
immigrants in the U.S. never even
walked across a border, they arrived by
plane and over-stayed their visas.8

Furthermore, net migration from
Mexico—the largest sending country for
undocumented migration— is at net zero for
several reasons, including those that have
little do with U.S. border policies.
Would-be migrants have been discouraged
by the lack of jobs in the U.S. since the
onset of the Great Recession and the
dangers posed by drug cartels that have
taken hold in northern Mexico. A drop in
the Mexican birth rate from 6.8 children
per woman in 1970 to about two children
per woman today has led to a decreased
migrant pool. Increased economic and
educational opportunities have created a
more hopeful future for Mexico’s citizens—
since 2000 per capita gross domestic
product and family income in Mexico has
jumped nearly 45 percent.9

Nevertheless, the obsession with border
security in S.744 is so pervasive that the path
to citizenship the bill holds out for millions
of undocumented immigrants living in the
U.S. is tied to two “triggers” having to do
with border enforcement and fencing.
Applications for Registered Provisional
Immigrant status (RPI) cannot begin until
the Department of Homeland Security
(DHS) has submitted and certified to
Congress the strategies for border
enforcement and fencing. DHS has six
months to submit such plans after the bill
becomes law. RPI individuals cannot be
granted legal permanent resident status until

ten years after enactment and DHS certifies
that the border security plan is substantially
operational and the fencing plan is
substantially complete.10 Also, a  mandatory
employment verification system for all U.S.
employees must also be implemented, an
electronic exit system at air and sea ports
must be operational, and no fewer than
38,405 border patrol agents must be
deployed along the southern border.

Despite its many shortcomings, the hope
is that provisions in S. 744 having to do with
future immigrant visas will finally begin to
align our nation’s clear need for immigrant
labor with a legal immigration system to
accommodate that need. The bill also
addresses concerns about abusive practices of
border patrol agents long raised by border
residents11 by requiring DHS border
personnel be trained on the human and civil
rights of migrants. Most importantly, it
provides a way for millions of undocumented
immigrants in the U.S. to come out of the
shadows to earn legalization and eventually
citizenship. For this reason alone people of
faith must do everything we can this summer
and fall to work for passage of comprehensive
immigration reform on which rests the hopes
and dreams of millions of immigrants.

And then let us work to realize a new
narrative of the border. Faith leaders and
border scholars describe in a new report
what a re-visioned border could look like:

We picture a border where virtually all
migration is legal, not because the United States
and Mexico cede their authority to regulate
admissions, but because immigration laws align
with the labor, family, development and protection
needs of residents, visitors, and passer-through. We
see a region in which laws safeguard God-given
rights and promote the common good. We envision
a region in which constitutional rights and
protections fully apply to its residents…We see a
region where globalization has been infused with
an ethic of solidarity and a commitment to the
well-being of its residents…We envision a gathering
place for God’s scattered children, where residents
and visitors in all their diversity can work together
to build the human family. We hope, pray, and
vow to work for such a border.12

Migration theologian Fr. Daniel
Groody suggests that the U.S.-Mexico
border is more than an imaginary dividing
line between two countries. Rather, a
complex history and conflicting
prerogatives have resulted in a border
between “national security and human
insecurity, sovereign rights and human
rights, civil law and natural law, and
citizenship and discipleship.”1

The eloquent testimony of a border-
crosser identified as Ignacio, interviewed by
Miguel De La Torre in 2008, illustrates how
the interplay of natural law, human
insecurity, and the struggle for basic human
rights compel migrants to risk their lives for
an uncertain future in the United States:

It is crazy to cross the dessert by foot. It is
suicidal. If the extreme heat and lack of food and
water don’t kill you, accidents, snake bites, or
crooked coyotes set on robbing you of your life’s
possessions will.  We risk death not because we
want to, or because we are foolhardy. 

We risk death for the families left behind.
Would you not cross a hundred desserts to feed
your child? It may be crazy to cross, but we are
not crazy, we are desperate. Even though I am a
believer and put my trust in God, I’m still
desperate…I simply could not provide the basic
necessities for my children. I had to cross for 
their sake…

At the safe house…They told us how we
would be treated…as if we were either invisible 
or dogs. At first I didn’t believe them, but after
being here for three years, they were right…
I live in fear, fear of being caught, fear of being
returned, and of course, fear of having to cross
the desert again. That is the hardest thing about
this…not being able to hug my children, knowing
they will grow up not knowing who I am. 
It’s enough to drive you mad.2

Although it is widely recognized that
migrants cross without authorization into
the United States to escape poverty and to
build a better life for their families, this
basic reality is rarely considered by political
leaders when addressing our nation’s
immigration crisis. This lack of vision
afflicts the legislation now being considered
in Congress.

Border Visions and Immigration Reform BY SUE WEISHAR, PH.D.

“We picture a border where
virtually all migration is
legal, not because the
United States and Mexico
cede their authority to
regulate admissions, but
because immigration laws
align with the labor, family,
development and
protection needs of
residents, visitors, and
passers-through.”

—From The New Ellis Island

—Endnotes on back cover
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Border Visions and Immigration Reform Continued from page 5

A major criticism leveled against recent
newcomers to the United States is that they
are “takers” creating an economic drain 
on the nation. Not only are they takers,
critics lament, but also categorically
“illegal,” echoing past racist associations 
of criminality with African-Americans and
many other people of color.

These criticisms of newcomers are old
in U.S. history. Various strains of economic
utilitarianism and racism have reared their
ugly heads throughout U.S. history to
render the latest newcomer less than
human and unworthy of citizenship. 

Recognizing these historical pitfalls in
the current immigration debate is critical
for two reasons: so we do not repeat the
conflicts that have pitted Americans 
against one another in the past and so we
achieve a truly common good today.

In the 2013 debate over immigration
reform, critics have focused on the
economic burden of new immigrants to the
near exclusion of the benefits they provide
to society. The Heritage Foundation
released a report on May 6, 2013, “The
Fiscal Cost of Unlawful Immigrants and

Amnesty to the U.S. Taxpayer,”1 that
epitomizes this specious argument. 

The Heritage Foundation report
contends that immigrants always will be
dependant on government supports. The
“bottom line” of the Heritage Foundation’s
study: “Even if all the children of unlawful
immigrants graduated from college, they
would be hard-pressed to pay back $6.3
trillion in costs over their lifetime.”2 In other
words, so-called “unlawful immigrants” over
the next fifty years will only be an economic
burden on the nation with no hope for
becoming an economic benefit. 

The American Conservative Union,
the libertarian Cato Institute, and the
progressive Applied Research Center
immediately criticized the method and
content of the Heritage Foundation study. 

A major flaw of the Heritage
Foundation study is that the economic
benefit immigrants bring go well beyond
how much any household receives in
benefits minus how much it pays in taxes.
Numerous longitudinal studies examining
the 1986 Immigration Reform and Control
Act (IRCA) demonstrate that not only does

—Continued on page 2
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New U.S. citizens at a naturalization ceremony hosted by Boston College Graduate School of Social Work. (Photo by Justin Knight)
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