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Like every nation, the U.S. has an obligation to control who enters and exits our borders as a matter of 
sovereignty, safety, and security. Yet, elected officials have failed to adequately uphold this obligation for 
decades, and the American public has taken notice. To regain the country’s trust and unlock comprehensive 
immigration reform, we must first prioritize maintaining order at the border and keeping our communities 
safe.

The number of migrants attempting to cross our borders has skyrocketed over the last decade4 (see Figure 1), 
yet budgets and personnel hiring have failed to keep pace.5  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
While most people attempting to cross into our country do so in pursuit of a better life, our broken system 
has made it easier for dangerous individuals to enter as well. Between FY 2020 and FY 2023, the number of 
people on the Terrorist Watchlist encountered by Border Patrol (USBP) surged by over 5,700 percent. 6 Left 
roaming our streets, these bad actors have threatened Americans’ safety and security.
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Additionally, the majority of the fentanyl entering the U.S. is coming through our ports of entry. U.S. 
Customs and Border Protection (CBP) seizures of fentanyl have increased over 680 percent between 2019 
and 2024, over 80 percent of which occurred at ports of entry (see Figure 2).7 In fact, Arizona’s ports 
have consistently seized the most significant proportion of fentanyl in the country, accounting for nearly 
50 percent of all CBP seizures.8 This means far more fentanyl and other dangerous drugs are smuggled 
undetected across the border each day into our communities. 

Driving these problems are outdated and underfunded border crossing infrastructure and technology that 
cannot meet modern demands and threats. Moreover, chronic understaffing of CBP officers and USBP 
agents, who have been overwhelmed in recent years by migration surges and face grueling hours and 
conditions, often in remote locations, has caused severe morale, recruitment, retention, and quality of life 
issues.9

6



PILLAR I RECOMMENDATIONS
While migrant border arrivals have dropped significantly since June 2024, history shows the next surge can come at any 
time. To prepare, we must:

1. Hire and retain Border Patrol agents. Address the agent and officer shortage by providing 
incentives like increased base pay and bonuses, defending their ability to collectively bargain, and 
addressing other workforce issues like workplace safety, benefits, and mental health challenges to 
better retain and recruit border agents and officers.

2. Allow Border Patrol to focus on its mission. Hire additional support to handle processing and 
transportation of migrants, enabling agents to get back to their core mission of patrolling the border.

3. Strategically build border barriers. Construct border barriers in strategic locations with an eye 
towards operational effectiveness and cost efficiency to prevent illegal crossings.

4. Invest in port infrastructure. Build new ports of entry and modernize existing, outdated port 
infrastructure to drive economic efficiency and combat human smuggling and drug trafficking.

5. Leverage cutting-edge technology. Fund development and deployment of cutting-edge technologies 
at and between land ports of entry to better detect fentanyl and serve as a force multiplier for agents 
and officers.

6. Prioritize the removal of criminals. Focus U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement’s (ICE) finite 
resources on identifying, arresting, and deporting convicted criminals, known gang members, and 
other violent individuals who jeopardize Americans’ safety. 

7. Create a migration reserve corps/fund. Establish a flexible migration emergency reserve corps and/
or fund that can respond to unexpected migrant surges.

8. Streamline and expedite migrant processing. Construct new regional processing centers along the 
border that co-locate federal agencies involved in processing migrants, thereby reducing processing 
time and freeing up Border Patrol agents to do their jobs.

9. Channel migrants to official crossings. Implement policies that ensure migrants cross at, rather 
than between, official border crossings to more effectively control who enters the country and 
prevent illegal migration. 

10. Initiate an aggressive communications strategy. Implement a multi-agency communications 
strategy to combat drug cartel recruitment and misinformation on social media and to ensure 
migrants receive accurate information about legal pathways and risks of illegal migration.

11. Fund state and local grant programs. Fund grant programs that enable border communities to 
respond to unexpected migrant surges more effectively.

12. Ensure robust oversight. Bolster oversight of agent and officer conduct and detention standards, 
enhancing compliance with existing requirements governing the care and treatment of migrants.
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The chaos at the Southwest border is driven and exacerbated by an outdated and under-resourced asylum 
system. U.S. law provides the right to seek asylum for those fleeing persecution.10 When an individual is 
arrested at the Southwest border, claims asylum, and passes an initial screening, they are often released into 
the country and allowed to live and work until their claim is adjudicated. 

But a skyrocketing case backlog (see Figure 3)11 and a chronically under-resourced asylum system12 mean 
migrants can wait many years for their claims to be adjudicated,13 even though only one in five will end up 
qualifying for asylum (see Figure 4).14 

This growing backlog, combined with arbitrary and restrictive legal immigration caps, has led migrants to 
use asylum at the Southwest border as the surest means of living and working in the U.S. even if they are not 
fleeing persecution. Knowing this, drug cartels prey on migrants, providing them with false hope of creating 
a better life in the U.S. by claiming asylum. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
These conditions incentivize even more economic migrants to make the journey to our border, a self-perpet-
uating cycle that prevents the asylum system from protecting those who need it most. 
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Figure 3. (Case 
Completions and Cases 

Pending, FY2015-FY2024, 
chart, Congressional 

Research Service, https://
www.congress.gov/crs-

product/IN12492) 

Figure 4. (Source: Asylum 
Outcomes for Cases 

Originating with a Credible 
Fear Claim, FY2014-

FY2024(Q3), July 19, 2024, 
chart, Congressional Research 
Service, https://www.congress.

gov/crs-product/R48078). 
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PILLAR II RECOMMENDATIONS
To end abuse of the asylum system and ensure we provide protection to those with legitimate claims, we must:

1. Expedite and streamline the asylum process. Take the asylum adjudication system out of the 
courts, provide asylum officers with the authority to decide asylum claims, and surge hiring of new 
asylum officers to drastically reduce the asylum adjudication timeline.

2. Strengthen the asylum standard. Strengthen the asylum standard and provide work authorization 
to those who pass the heightened standard to ensure only those with legitimate claims receive 
protection and can immediately contribute to our communities.

3. Limit asylum access during serious border emergencies. Tighten access to the asylum system 
during migrant surges to prevent our border and nearby communities from being overwhelmed.

4. Protect American values by upholding due process. Support children, vulnerable populations, and 
due process by expanding access to legal counsel and legal orientation.

5. Treat migrants with dignity and respect. Strictly uphold detention standards, oversight, and other 
requirements that govern the care and treatment of migrants. 

6. Aggressively address the immigration court backlog. Surge resources to prioritize clearing the 
immigration court backlog, which prevents those with valid asylum claims from receiving protection.

7. Create asylum process efficiencies. Streamline and digitize the asylum process and adjudication 
requirements to create efficiencies. 
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We must focus on first securing the border to restore order and regain Americans’ trust, but enforcement 
alone will not solve the problem in the absence of expanded legal pathways. Indeed, over the last three 
decades, Congress has passed several bills designed to step up immigration enforcement, yet the number of 
border crossings surged in recent years under administrations of both parties (see Figure 5).15

Moreover, increased deterrence 
in the absence of expanding legal 
immigration channels enables 
violent drug cartels, who control 
illicit smuggling networks and 
exploit desperate migrants, 
to get richer and dictate who 
arrives at our border and when, 
where, and how they do so.16 

In fact, the evidence shows that 
the number of illegal border 
crossings closely corresponds 
with the number of U.S. job 
openings at any given time 
(see Figure 6).17

PILLAR III

Figure 5. (Nationwide border encounters by category, FY 1980 - 2023, chart, USAFacts, 
https://usafacts.org/articles/what-can-the-data-tell-us-about-unauthorized-immigration/). 

Figure 6. (Border Patrol arrests and job openings per unemployed worker April of each 
year 2001-2024, chart, Cato Institute, https://www.cato.org/blog/biden-didnt-cause-

border-crisis-part-4-what-caused-border-crisis). 
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We should celebrate the fact that people across the globe seek to migrate to the U.S. Migrants feed 
Americans, care for the sick and elderly, and build homes. In Arizona, thousands of immigrants work in 
produce production in Yuma,18 providing affordable vegetables for Americans. 

Immigrants also grow our economy. In 2023, immigrant households represented $1.7 trillion in spending 
power (see Figure 7) and paid $651.9 billion in total taxes, $215.8 billion to Social Security, and $58.7 billion 
to Medicare.19 And nearly a quarter of all STEM workers in the U.S. are immigrants,20 which is particularly 
important as we seek to lead in high-tech manufacturing and ensure U.S. economic competitiveness into the 
future. Immigrant entrepreneurs also start businesses that create good-paying jobs for Americans and help 
working-class Arizonans live the American dream. 

What does this all mean? A sustainable immigration system should pair increased immigration enforcement 
with an expansion of lawful immigration pathways to meet our economic, national security, and other 
key interests, while ensuring such policies do not displace or harm American-born workers. It should also 
ensure that all working people — including migrant workers and American workers — have rights on the 
job and are able to exercise them without fear of retaliation. When big corporations exploit foreign workers, 
American workers — and all workers — suffer. 

Figure 7. (Disposable income of foreign-born households, 2022, chart, Council on Foreign Relations, 
https://www.cfr.org/in-brief/how-does-immigration-affect-us-economy). 
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PILLAR III RECOMMENDATIONS
Taking these steps will drive down costs for Americans, empower workers, unlock economic growth, and enable the U.S. 
to compete with our adversaries for decades to come. 

1. Boost key visa and Green Card caps. Increase the annual allotment of key visas and Green Cards to 
enable more individuals to migrate to the U.S. legally and provide greater labor mobility. 

2. Ensure strong labor standards for all temporary visa programs. Require all temporary worker 
visa programs to have strong labor standards and crack down on employers gaming the system to 
displace and depress American workers’ wages. 

3. Increase or remove arbitrary per-country caps. Remove or significantly increase arbitrary annual 
per-country visa caps that currently mean high-skilled foreign nationals from populous countries 
who fill critical labor gaps must wait decades to receive a Green Card and contribute to the U.S. 
economy. 

4. Create new visas with strong labor standards. Authorize new visa categories with robust worker 
protections to create a 21st century economy that works for all Americans. 

5. Streamline and expedite military naturalization process. Streamline and expedite the process by 
which immigrants who have served our country in uniform may become citizens. 

6. Reduce bureaucratic hurdles for foreign students, high-skilled workers, and entrepreneurs. Make 
it easier for talented and motivated individuals to start businesses, study, live, and work in the U.S. 

7. Boost refugee resettlement capacity. Expand refugee cap, ramp up refugee resettlement capacity, 
and improve oversight and efficiency of the refugee processing system to save taxpayer dollars and 
ensure vulnerable individuals can meaningfully contribute to our communities. 

8. Create a special visa category for tribes. Establish a new visa category for Native American tribes 
whose ancestral lands stretch across international borders to ensure that tribe members can cross 
for religious and cultural reasons with certainty. 

9. Implement E-Verify. Gradually implement the E-Verify system nationwide for businesses, ensuring 
technical assistance for small businesses, to create a fair transition without harming the economy or 
workers.
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As of 2023, an estimated 3.4 million Dreamers live in the U.S.21 Brought here as children, most of these 
individuals lack any legal status or pathway to citizenship.22 Many of them grew up and have lived in the U.S. 
for their entire lives. They have attended our schools, received college educations, worked and helped grow 
our economy, paid taxes, contributed to Social Security, and started families — oftentimes with U.S. citizen 
spouses. And immigrants, including Dreamers, are less likely to commit crimes than U.S.-born individuals.23

Due to Washington’s failure to create an immigration system that works, most of these Dreamers live in the 
shadows. Failing to provide them with a pathway to citizenship is wrong and harms our economic vitality 
(see Figure 8).24
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Figure 8. (Source: Coalition for the American Dream, https://www.coalitionfortheamericandream.us/wp-content/
uploads/2024/06/240529_C4AD_DACAReport_v2_Web. pdf). 
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PILLAR IV RECOMMENDATIONS
Enacting these commonsense solutions is a moral imperative that aligns with American values and will drive economic 
activity, innovation, and competitiveness for generations to come. To bring these migrants out of the shadows and 
harness their enormous economic and cultural contributions, we must:  

1. Provide a pathway to citizenship for Dreamers. Provide lawful status and a pathway to citizenship 
for undocumented Dreamers and other long-term immigrant residents who were brought to the U.S. 
as children. 

2. Protect kids from aging out. Protect documented Dreamers who are at risk of aging out of legal 
status due to the years-long visa backlog caused by circumstances outside of their control. 

3. Provide a pathway to citizenship for undocumented spouses. Provide legal status and a path to 
citizenship for undocumented spouses of U.S. citizens and Green Card holders.
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Most of our attention has focused on the Southwest border, and for good reason — the number of mi-
grants attempting to cross has surged in recent years, reaching a record 300,000 individuals in December 
2023 alone.25 However, our singular focus on the border has caused us to largely neglect the fundamental 
reasons why migrants leave their homes in the first place.

Countries across the world have experienced global displacement crises of unprecedented scale. In the 
Americas alone, unstable political, economic, and environmental conditions have resulted in the displace-
ment of tens of millions of individuals (see Figure 9).26 Yet many countries in the region where displaced indi-
viduals travel through have failed to invest in their immigration and asylum systems adequately,27 preventing 
such countries from serving as safe locations for these individuals to seek protection. 

At the same time, our reactive approach, combined with unstable conditions in many Latin American 
countries, has enabled violent drug cartels to strengthen and enrich themselves through their control over 
the drug trafficking and migration routes to our Southwest border.29 

Under the current U.S. approach, a change in one of these countries’ immigration enforcement policies or a 
shift in drug cartels’ strategy could cause the next U.S. border surge.30

U.S. borders are the one-yard line. If we only defend the one-yard line, we will forever be at the mercy of 
forces beyond that point. This is why the U.S. needs a proactive approach to addressing the root causes of 
migration. 

PILLAR V

Figure 9. (Andrea R. Flores, A Better Way Forward, chart, FWD.us, https://www.fwd.us/wp-content/
uploads/2024/10/A-Better-Way-Forward-Full-White-Paper.pdf).28

19



PILLAR V RECOMMENDATIONS 
1. Create a Western Hemisphere engagement strategy. Create and implement a cohesive strategy for 

engagement in the region to ensure our efforts achieve U.S. interests on migration, security, stability, 
and power competition. 

2. Promote refugee/asylum resettlement responsibility sharing. Explore creative strategies to 
incentivize other countries to share the responsibility of managing migration and resettling refugees 
and asylum seekers. 

3. Fund regional immigration enforcement efforts. Provide additional funding and technical 
assistance to countries in the Western Hemisphere to step up their immigration enforcement and 
prevent our border from being overwhelmed, while also securing assurances that countries will 
adopt a fair and humane approach to enforcement.

4. Build regional asylum capacity. Build asylum and refugee resettlement capacity in the Western 
Hemisphere to allow other countries to serve as safe resettlement countries for displaced individuals 
before they reach our Southwest border. 

5. Strengthen regional partnerships to combat fentanyl networks. Expand partnerships with other 
regional governments to stem the flow of illicit drugs to our Southwest border, weaken the illicit 
economy, strengthen legitimate economic activity, and diminish the power of cartels. 

6. Support economic stability and democratic institutions. Boost financial assistance and technical 
support to help countries in the region combat conditions that force migrants to flee, such as 
economic and political instability, corruption, lawlessness, drugs, violence, and illegitimate elections, 
and ensure this assistance is spent more efficiently and effectively.
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