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Illegal immigration has created 'second-class' population 

By Steve Higgins 

There is something very wrong with an employment system that creates millions of lawbreakers.

The illegal immigrants who are working for the nation's restaurants, hotels, nursing homes, landscapers, factories and agricultural concerns are breaking the law, and so are those who employ them. Business interests insist they need this source of cheap labor, and politicians have been looking the other way for decades.

As a result, the United States has fostered within its borders a pernicious system of semi-servitude, since illegal immigrants have no rights, are routinely mistreated and must hide in the shadows. Migrant workers and factory laborers alike often live in circumstances more fitting to 19th century England than to 21st century America.

One way or another, the country must deliver this swelling class of second-rate "citizens" from an untenable situation. We must also gain control over our borders in the face of continuing terrorism threats.

The answer lies somewhere in between the two extremes of deporting everyone who is here illegally or making it easy for anyone to cross our borders and live and work here.

The goal must be to fill these jobs with a combination of Americans and legal immigrants — either people who become U.S. citizens or workers who are admitted on a temporary basis. That will require the federal government to expand its use of temporary worker visas and allow more people to earn U.S. citizenship. It will also require the federal government to get our borders under control.

Border control is vital because we must cut off the endless supply of cheap labor in order to force all of these companies that hire illegal immigrants to pay higher wages and better benefits, which will attract more Americans to these jobs and slash the number of imported workers needed.

President Bush and industry leaders continue to repeat the myth that undocumented workers are doing jobs Americans will not take, implying Americans have somehow become a lazy people. A more accurate statement is that illegal immigrants are doing jobs for far less pay than most Americans will accept.

Whenever I bring this up, I usually get this response: "Oh, the price of food would go through the roof!"

Well that's OK with me. I wouldn't mind paying higher prices if it meant the people who perform those jobs — whether they are American citizens or legal immigrants — enjoy fair and decent wages and better lives.

Even with higher wages, there would not be enough American citizens to take all of these jobs. The U.S. Chamber of Commerce, for instance, warns of a severe shortage of younger workers who will be needed to take care of all the baby boomers as they age.

So we'll have to fill many of the positions with legal immigrants, both temporary workers and newly minted citizens. Wouldn't it be nice to invite these people in openly and treat them right for a change? Let's open the doors for more to become citizens, but let's do it in a controlled, rational fashion.

We should allow in more immigrants who sincerely want to join the melting pot, those who want to move their families here and stay. On the other hand, those who come here simply to make money, send the dollars back home and then return to their homes should not be allowed to stay. They are not immigrants, and they are taking jobs away from Americans and from those who want to become U.S. citizens.

The first step, however, must be to close the porous border, and that's where the bill currently before the U.S. Congress falls down. People remember the promises made in 1986 that the border would be secured as part of an amnesty program. So they do not want to hear about any steps to solve the illegal immigration problem until that promise is at long last fulfilled, and that could be accomplished using current laws. The bill now before Congress is just one more promise, when action is needed.

Americans are saying to Washington, D.C.: Secure the border and then we'll talk.

Secure the border and then we can talk about a humane, charitable plan to make many of today's illegal immigrants into productive Americans who can hold their heads high as they pursue the American Dream.
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