Don’t Shut Out New Americans: A Big Boost in Citizenship Fees would Discourage People the Nation Needs
Op-Ed published in The Star-Ledger, February 5, 2007
The recent announcement of proposed steep hikes in citizenship and other immigration fees by U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services should be opposed by all Americans, no matter what their political affiliation or ideology. From the earliest days of the Republic, Americans have prided themselves on their willingness to embrace as fellow citizens qualified immigrants without regard to ethnicity and without imposing a waiting period longer than five years. Despite periodic efforts by groups like the Know-Nothings to restrict citizenship and ugly episodes of intolerance directed at Chinese immigrants, most native-born Americans have had the good sense to understand that we all have a stake in the rapid incorporation of immigrants into American life. Our generous naturalization policy has been an inspiring example to the world and a key to our ability to achieve “unity in diversity.”
Although couched as an increase in “user fees,” the proposed regulations are reminiscent of the poll taxes that kept generations of African-Americans from participating in the electoral process. They act to disempower and disenfranchise those without the ability to pay and will place a heavy and disproportionate burden on the working class Latino population in the United States. Millions of people earning less than $25,000 per year will be shut out from citizenship because they can’t afford to pay an application fee of $595 per individual, a fee that as recently as 1998 was only $95.  Over the last decade, we have slowly and perhaps unintentionally created a class barrier to citizenship that, if not dismantled, will come back to haunt us in the future. 
Requiring a “user fee” for citizenship implies that the benefit being sought belongs primarily to the applicant. That may be true for someone applying for a gun, fishing, or professional license, but not for citizenship, where the benefits of a participatory democracy are shared by all. The more people identify with our society, shares its values, and exercise their rights as citizens, the better off we all are. Instead of creating additional barriers to citizenship, we should be actively promoting it. The federal government doesn’t even send postcards to permanent residents informing them that they might qualify for citizenship after five years as green card holders. Unlike our Canadian neighbors, who hold regular public gatherings to welcome new citizens, we are no longer accustomed to celebrating the expansion and strengthening of our democracy. 
Whether we like it or not, how the United States treats its immigrants, is a matter of interest around the world. As Prof. Camille Pecastaing of Johns Hopkins has written, “the hiccups of (American) domestic political life now affect people the world over.”  One can argue that historic barriers to citizenship within European societies have fueled the growth of extremist movements and civic unrest. It is ironic that, at a time when Europeans are looking to follow more closely the American model of immigrant integration, we seem to be slowly abandoning it. We must ask ourselves the following questions: Are we still committed to the core principle that “all people are created equal and endowed by their creator with certain inalienable rights?”  Can we recognize that we get from today’s immigrants as much as we give them, and that some level of public support for the naturalization process is in the national interest?  
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