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America’s immigration system makes few happy. But one problem that both Democrats and
Republicans agree on is the need to reform how we give out green cards. This week, the
House is scheduled to vote on a bill that would make it easier for immigrants who face long
wait times to earn a green card. 

This bill would be a vast improvement on the current green card system.

The bill, the Equal Access to Green Cards for Legal Employment (Eagle) Act, is an example
of the right approach to immigration policy, an approach that would immensely benefit the
country. The Eagle Act is bipartisan, simple and should be a model for future reforms.

Imagine spending decades in line at the DMV. That’s the reality for many immigrants trying
to come to the United States legally. Long is an understatement: Wait times that are literal
lifetimes. A would-be Indian immigrant could wait in line for 90 years. At least 200,000
Indian immigrants are expected to die waiting in that line.

Why Indian immigrants? U.S. law allows only 7 percent of green cards to go to people from
the same country. So, of the 140,000 green cards given out each year, only 9,800 can be
awarded to people from India. If you’re from a small country, it’s easier to apply for and
receive a green card. But if you’re from a country with a big population, you face long wait
times. 
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The Eagle Act fixes these wait times without increasing overall immigration (a debate for
another day). Instead of a per-country limit of 7 percent, it allows 15 percent of green cards
to go to people from the same country. 

The Eagle Act contains some other promising changes. For example, it gives more power to
the Department of Labor to investigate employers who treat their immigrant employees
poorly. This additional enforcement protects both immigrants and native workers.
Immigrant workers can be forthright about working conditions, and natives will rest easy
knowing that immigrants aren’t just cheap labor replacing them.

The Eagle Act has bipartisan support — eight cosponsors are Republicans. This isn’t the
first time Republicans and Democrats have come together on this issue. A similar bill was
proposed in 2019 by then-Sen. Kamala Harris (D-Calif.) and Sen. Mike Lee (R-Utah).
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Not everyone is happy with the changes. The American Hospital Association and the
American Immigration Lawyers Association both say the Eagle Act doesn’t go far enough to
open the U.S. to higher levels of immigration. Most immigration advocates agree with this
critique, but it was the cost of winning an agreement. 

Such is the way of politics — strange bedfellows and compromises that leave much to do.
But refusing to make changes to the U.S. immigration system because those changes aren’t
perfect is a recipe for failed reforms. If you demand perfection in politics, you’ll never get
anything done. 
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The U.S. immigration system needs a broader public debate about reshaping it for the
country’s good. In the meantime, the Eagle Act’s reforms fix an obvious problem that
unfairly punishes would-be legal immigrants from highly-populated countries like India. It
won’t fix everything, but removing the per-country caps is an improvement. And we should
all be excited about forward movement.

ADVERTISEMENT

✕

https://www.aha.org/lettercomment/2022-12-05-aha-expresses-concern-about-potential-impact-hr-3648-equal-access-green-cards-legal-employment-eagle
https://www.aila.org/infonet/featured-issue-legislation-impacting-per-country
https://thehill.com/opinion/civil-rights/4097618-i-was-disinvited-from-a-congressional-hearing-about-chinas-threats-to-free-speech/
https://thehill.com/opinion/healthcare/4095010-brain-injury-patients-are-getting-trapped-in-the-system-how-to-help/
http://insight.adsrvr.org/track/clk?ttd_r=&imp=14e74fc9-ecd5-45cd-ba8d-e0ae44afb89e&ag=gta7ccz&sfe=16e91055&sig=QUO25HgOsvG85GWGumgDr4UAo3NOFUwSyb8Y2gbvpZA.&crid=utg6kyey&cf=5344635&fq=0&t=1&td_s=thehill.com&rcats=v8t,y29,jte,34a&mste=&mfld=4&mssi=&mfsi=&sv=appnexus&uhow=134&agsa=&wp=${PRICE_PAID}&rgz=02210&dt=PC&osf=Windows&os=Windows10&br=Chrome&svpid=9521&rlangs=01&mlang=&did=&rcxt=Other&tmpc=24.28000000000003&vrtd=&osi=&osv=&daid=&dnr=0&vpb=&c=Cg1Vbml0ZWQgU3RhdGVzEg1NYXNzYWNodXNldHRzGgM1MDYiBkJvc3RvbjgBUAuAAQGIAQGQAQGwAQC6AQYIp4w8GAySAhFueC50aGVoaWxsL21yMl9hYg..&dur=ChwKB2thMXNyYWoQpQwiDgjakJekARIEbm9uZTABCj4KIWNoYXJnZS1tYXhEb3VibGVWZXJpZnlCcmFuZFNhZmV0eSIZCPH__________wESDGRvdWJsZXZlcmlmeRClDDIkZjY0MTZjZDMtOGMyYi00MmRhLWIyYmUtZmQ0ZTQ5M2QyYzJlOAE.&durs=gqDd4_&crrelr=&npt=&mk=Unknown&mdl=Unknown&adpt=anor&ict=Unknown&said=1556734026114059853&auct=1&tail=1&r=https%3A%2F%2Fpolo.feathr.co%2Fv1%2Fanalytics%2Fcrumb%3Fa_id%3D58ef7b578e80273d4417c414%26cpn_id%3D64b0179e9fa14e5e31ed5755%26crv_id%3D64b018a2989cc0b1420da4f1%26flvr%3Dad_click%26e_id%3D61eafe7e5d4989cd3cdb387c%26rdr%3D1%26bid%3D14e74fc9-ecd5-45cd-ba8d-e0ae44afb89e%26cb%3D29520307%26loc_url%3Dthehill.com%26ttd_id%3Df6416cd3-8c2b-42da-b2be-fd4e493d2c2e%26adx_vendor%3Dappnexus
https://thehill.com/


7/14/23, 2:15 PM An immigration fix Democrats and Republicans can agree on | The Hill

https://thehill.com/opinion/immigration/3767415-an-immigration-fix-democrats-and-republicans-can-agree-on/ 5/15

Immigration reform can be a boon to the country — providing workers at a time when there
are 6 million more open positions than there are unemployed workers in the U.S. and
bringing new and innovative companies to our shores. So, here’s hoping that removing per-
country limits is just the first of many immigration updates in this Congress and the
incoming Congress of 2023.

Josh T. Smith is a research manager at the Center for Growth and Opportunity at Utah State
University specializing in immigration work. You can follow him on Twitter @smithtjosh, and
through CGO’s immigration newsletter. 
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