Time for Truly Comprehensive Immigration Reform
The phrase “comprehensive immigration reform” has become something of a mantra in the newly resurgent immigrant rights movement,  However, what immigrant rights advocates  have in mind is hardly “comprehensive” and hardly the kind of reform envisioned by those Americans concerned with border security, balance and fairness in admission policy, and the challenge of integrating millions of newcomers into American society.   Rather, the phrase is a kind of code for federal legislation that will create a path to legalization for the estimated 12 million unauthorized workers in the United States.  The larger and more complex issues are often ducked both by those who champion the cause of the undocumented and those who castigate them as law-breakers. 
In a globalizing world, where goods, services, and people travel at an ever-quickening pace,  the United States is well positioned by its history, traditions, and values to adapt successfully to these wrenching changes. We are after all a nation of immigrants, a nation that, however haltingly and imperfectly, has managed to draw out the best from many generations of immigrants and to create a society that values tolerance and diversity.  One can even say that immigration is not just an passing issue in American life; it is American life!  In a vital and magical way, immigration has shaped our character as a people, determined our political system, inspired our art and culture, and built the United States into the economic and military powerhouse that it is today. Some would say:  we have “done immigration” quite well. Whether true or not, we regrettably run the risk of abandoning the very policies that have served us so well.
On the right,  many people are fixated on the southern border, determined to erect a 2000 mile wall, send the National Guard to police the border, and redefine illicit border crossing as criminal behavior, some even fear an alien invasion threatening the the American way of life. On the left, advocates busy themselves with beating back the latest parry from the right, focusing almost exclusively on the plight of the undocumented, and generally disregarding issues of terrorist mobility,  the rights of those immigrants waiting in line,  and the requirements for successful integration of immigrants  Somehow, the “debate” misses the most important issues. 
What are some of those issues?  Let’s begin with Mexico. With the huge increasses in spending to improve  border control over the last 10 years, there is little evidence that this investment has produced the desired results. Instead, the border has been transformed into a huge obstacle course, a booming new business for human smugglers. In a peverse way, greater spending has actually increased the illegal population, by preventing unauthorized workers already in the country from returning to Mexico, as they have done for generations. Instead of bemoaning the inflow of Mexican labor, whether authorized or not, the United States should welcome the presence of hard-working Mexicans, who provide the human capital to sustain entire sectors of the American economy. If there has been a Mexican “invasion” of the United States, there has been something of an American invasion of Mexico, with more than 1 million Americans now residing south of the border, reportedly the largest American expatriot community in the world. The right is simply barking up the wrong tree in thinking that border security can be bought with higher fences and quasi-militarization of the border. 
Now let’s turn to legalization.  The left is trying to turn the legalization campaign into the new civil rights struggle of the 21st century.  During the civil rights era, blacks were asserting their rights as citizens of the United States; unauthorized workers cannot make such a claim. No nation can offer free admission to the people of the world. There needs to be some system  for regulating the flow of people into the country and for punishing those who break the law, especially employers who benefit the most from the use of illegal labor.  Recent technological advances make it possible to implement a national employment verification system that would give employers the ability to check work status, reduce their compliance costs, and give the federal government the tool to police immigration, not at the border, but at the workplace.
The most important policy for governments at all levels, however, is not immigration policy; it’s immigrant policy: the fair and humane treatment of newcomers living within the boundaries of nation, state and locality. Disparities in treatment based on nativity, length of residence in the country, legal status, or language fluency are not healthy in the long-term.  Even conservatives who deplore the lawlessness that created the undocumented population in the first place might think twice about opposing amnesty if they realized that worse evils could follow. Disaffected populations become breeding grounds for delinquency, social pathologies, and criminality. 
There are three key principles that must govern our approach to comprehensive immigration reform:  first, provide a rapid path to citizenship for all qualified newcomers; second, encourage the learning of English and the American way of life; and third, ensure that immigrants are treated fairly and not subject to discrimination. Using these principles as a guide, our nation’s leaders should avoid schemes that consign people to “second-class” status, including the guest worker programs championed by President Bush. They should speed the legalization of all unauthorized workers, who have been law-abiding, self-supporting, and made sufficient progress in English. They should smooth the way for legal immigrants to become citizens, by eliminating processing backlogs, reducing user fees, and sponsoring naturalization ceremonies to welcome new citizens. On both the federal and state levels, new investments must be made to expand the availability of English and civics classes, and while immigrants are learning English, meaningful efforts must be made to reach out to immigrants in their own languages. And perhaps most importantly, all Americans must understand that they have a stake in the outcome of the assimilation process. Our greatness as a nation will likely depend on the effectiveness of our immigrant policy. 
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