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Democracy Dies in Darkness

Opinion  To solve our
national immigration
crisis, let states sponsor
immigrants
By Eric Holcomb and Spencer Cox

February 21, 2023 at 7:15 a.m. EST

Eric Holcomb, a Republican, is governor of Indiana. Spencer Cox, a Republican, is governor of
Utah.

Indiana has about 220,000 open jobs right now and Utah has 107,000, according to the most

recent federal data — more than 6 percent of all jobs in both states. With strong business and tax

environments, we like our chances in the competition for job-seekers moving from other states.

But they won’t be enough to fill all of those vacancies. We also need immigrants who are ready to

work and help build strong communities.

https://stats.bls.gov/news.release/jltst.t01.htm#jlt_jltst_tbl1.f.p


To help us do our jobs as governors, we call on Congress to end its two-decade standoff on

setting immigration policy — one of its most basic duties. And, as leaders of states, we pledge to

share the accountability. Though border security is a national concern, and a nonnegotiable

requirement of national security in a world with drug cartels and terrorists, we believe that states

should be able to sponsor whatever immigrants serve the needs of their communities. As it is, the

standstill on immigration hobbles both parties and, more seriously, endangers America’s long-

term well-being.

A growing, bipartisan group of senators appears to share our sense of urgency. But voices on one

side call for an overly liberal national immigration policy that overlooks the toll on border states

and encourages too many people to take dangerous journeys that can end in legal limbo.

Meanwhile, voices on the other side call immigrants a burden, against all the evidence from

economics and history.

The United States became prosperous because many immigrants saw our beacon and seized the

freedoms and opportunities offered here. That formula has not changed. As of 2021, for example,

nearly half of America’s Fortune 500 companies had been founded by an immigrant or the child

of one.

At home, we see more ordinary stories of immigrants contributing to our state economies. Julian

Diaz entered the United States in search of work in the 1990s. His son Juan now employs four

other Hoosiers in a successful landscaping business, while Juan’s son studies computer science

in college. Bassam Salem, born in Egypt, came to the United States more than 30 years ago with

his parents and grew up in Utah. He eventually secured permanent residency, became a U.S.

citizen and founded two successful technology start-ups that have contributed millions to the

economy.

Rapidly declining birthrates and accelerating retirements across the United States mean that our

states’ already wide job gaps will grow to crisis proportions without more families such as these

— causing our growth engines to sputter. Many of these jobs require high-level skills and

entrepreneurship. But states are also awash in unfilled entry-level, low-skill roles — essential in

agriculture, health care and the service industries.

https://www.wsj.com/articles/senators-pursue-deal-on-border-security-and-path-to-citizenship-for-dreamers-11674101146
https://www.americanimmigrationcouncil.org/news/new-american-fortune-500-report-reveals-impact-immigrant-entrepreneurship


So, count us as supporters of immigration sponsorship by the states. Under such authority,

similar to what employers and universities have already, each state could make its own decisions.

They could sponsor no visas or many visas each year, up to a limit set by Congress, for the

specific sorts of jobs they need to fill.

Immigration sponsorship would give states a dynamic means to attract new residents, both from

a pool of new applicants from abroad and from the ranks of current asylum seekers. The policy

would also expand the states’ responsibility for the contributions and success of these folks in

American life.

Washington would need to grant us such authority. And, of course, that’s not the only task on

Washington’s list after two decades of punting. There is no way to approach immigration without

three basic components: rules to determine who can come in and how, and who can stay;

unflinching enforcement of such rules; and some kind of review-and-repeat process to assure

that the United States offers paths to citizenship based on our evolving needs. The rules must

include a practical approach to illegal immigrants who came to this country as children. And

enforcement must include firm control of all entry points.

Perhaps it will help our representatives in Washington to know that governors and many other

people back home in the states have their backs. The two of us are not unicorns, and last week’s

National Governors Association meeting encouraged us to believe that others will soon step up,

as well.

Our southwestern states bear the brunt of today’s immigration catastrophe, which forces those

states to house, clothe and feed an unrelenting stream of people. But in meaningful ways, every

U.S. state shares a border with the rest of the world, and all of them need investment, markets

and workers from abroad. That border can remain an embarrassment, or it can become a big

asset to us once again.

https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2021/10/let-states-sponsor-immigration/619813/
https://www.wsj.com/articles/eric-adams-el-paso-visit-new-york-city-immigration-texas-border-11673995304?st=jmt9jnauge83xvx&reflink=desktopwebshare_permalink


ILLEGAL IMMIGRANTS

Biden admin scaling back detention of illegal
immigrants, even amid migrant surge

The Biden administration attempted to put a deportation moratorium on ICE in 2021

Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) is scaling back its daily detention population of
illegal immigrants, as well as its use of "alternatives to detention" -- even as the Department of
Homeland Security is dealing with a historic surge in illegal migration at the border.

Published March 22, 2023 6:50am EDT·

By Adam Shaw | Fox News

Facebook Twitter Flipboard Comments Print Email

Video shows release of Chinese migrants into US interior

New video shows the release of busloads of Chinese migrants into the U.S.
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In its Congressional Budget Justi�cation for �scal 2024, President Biden's DHS provided a
budget overview for ICE and included information about its plans to reduce its adult ADP -- or
average daily population.

In FY 2023, the ADP was 34,000. In the justi�cation, ICE says it will reduce that ADP by 9,000 to
25,000, at a cost of $157.20 per bed.

ICE said that funding for 25,000 beds would still maintain "ICE’s ability to effectively manage its
current detainee population �ows." 

ICE DEPORTATIONS OF ILLEGAL IMMIGRANT CRIMINALS DROPPING SHARPLY UNDER BIDEN
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June 2, 2022: ICE agents conduct an enforcement operation in the U.S. interior. ((Immigration and Customs Enforcement))

"ICE retains the ability to apprehend, detain, and remove noncitizens that present a threat to
national security, border security, and public safety. As noncitizens pass through immigration
proceedings, su�cient and appropriate detention capacity provides ICE with adequate time and
�exibility to gain custody of immigration law violators, ensure compliance with court procedures,
and e�ciently utilize transportation networks to remove priority individuals," the agency said.

The reduction of detention comes as the administration is also signi�cantly scaling back on its
deportations -- including of illegal immigrants. The same document says that it plans to deport
just 29,393 illegal aliens in FY 2024, down from the 151,000 deported in FY 2020. But that comes
even as the number of migrants �ooding to the southern border and being released into the U.S.
interior have increased.

Republicans have accused the Biden administration of targeting ICE’s ability to remove illegal
immigrants with a thwarted attempt to place a moratorium on deportations in 2021, and
restrictions that narrowed ICE priorities. Secretary Alejandro Mayorkas has bragged about how
the administration has "fundamentally changed" interior enforcement.

"For the �rst time ever, our policy explicitly states that a non-citizen's unlawful presence in the
United States will not, by itself, be a basis for the initiation of an enforcement action," he said in
2022.

In a statement to Fox News Digital, Sen. Katie Britt, R-Ala., took aim at the move to cut detention
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space.

ICE DEPORTATIONS REMAINED WELL BELOW TRUMP-ERA LEVELS IN FY 2022, AMID
HISTORIC BORDER CRISIS

"The Biden administration’s proposal to cut detention bed space amid unprecedented surges of
migrants is a clear sign that the President wants to triple down on his catch-and-release, open
borders agenda," she said.

"The historic humanitarian and national security crisis raging at our southern border is fueled by
this Administration’s reckless policies and incentives that encourage people to illegally enter and
reside in our country. President Biden has spent $330 million to store border wall materials
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instead of securing the border, and his latest budget proposal makes it clear that his priority is to
continue the chaos."

Former acting ICE Director Thomas Homan told Fox News Digital that when he served in the
agency, ICE had not only typically �lled the current bed space, but reprogrammed money to go
above the 35,000 cap, and said it was "untrue" that ICE could do its mission with lower detention
levels.

"We had to reprogram money to buy more beds, so we've always used more beds. And now in a
historic crisis, we need more beds," he said. "During the Trump administration when the surge
started, we retained 55,000 people. So they're choosing to manage less beds."

Homan said detention was important because the chance of an illegal immigrant with an order
being deported was signi�cantly higher.

"If you're in ICE detention when you get an order of removal, you're removed 99% of the time. But
if you're not in detention, and you get an order of removal if you're a family unit you leave 6% of
the time, if you're a child, you leave 3% of the time," he said.
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"This administration knows, based on immigration court data, most of these people don't qualify
for asylum, and they'll be ordered removed," he said. "Also they know if they're not in ICE
detention, the chance of them leaving is pretty close to zero."

Meanwhile, the agency also said it would reduce its average number of participants enrolled in
Alternatives to Detention from 170,000 last �scal year to just 74,056. That’s a drop of 95,944.

The use of Alternatives to Detention (ATD) have increased substantially during the Biden
administration and typically involve a migrant who has been released into the U.S. being
monitored by a smart phone app -- although it can also include check-ins in-person and the use
of ankle bracelets -- as they go along with their immigration hearings.

FORMER TRUMP OFFICIALS SKEPTICAL OF BIDEN ADMIN'S REPORTED PLAN TO RESUME
MIGRANT FAMILY DETENTION 

ICE argues that the use of such methods "signi�cantly mitigates the risk of noncitizen �ight from
immigration proceedings." The number of those enrolled in the program came as the Biden
administration reduced its practice of giving migrants Notices to Appear in court and instead
increase the use of "Parole plus ATD" -- which involves migrants being paroled into the U.S. under
ATD. 
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While a much quicker process for overwhelmed o�cials at the border, it was recently blocked by
a federal judge -- who accused the administration of turning the border into a  "meaningless line
in the sand."

CLICK HERE TO GET THE FOX NEWS APP

ICE noted that in addition to the monitoring of migrants, ATD involves the use of additional
services that includes "supplemental services, evaluation, human tra�cking screening, tra�cking
group education, trauma informed individual therapy, individual rehabilitation, family therapy,
parenting education, child abuse prevention, and repatriation support services."

The agency said that the reduction in compliance monitoring capacity "will not impede ICE’s
ability to apprehend, detain, and remove noncitizens that present a threat to national security,
border security, and public safety."

Homan, who served in both the Trump and Obama administrations, dismissed the justi�cation
and said that the Biden administration's goal was for ICE to do less.

"So when they say they're going to decrease ATD, and they're going to decrease detention, to me
that means they want to be less effective and they want to remove less people," he said. "There's
no other reason for them to do that."
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‘It’s Like a Graveyard’: Record Numbers of
Migrants Are Dying at the U.S. Border
More men, women and children are trying to navigate dangerous waters and isolated
terrain to evade authorities

By Santiago Pérez Follow  and Alicia A. Caldwell Follow  | Photographs by Paul Ratje for The
Wall Street Journal
March 17, 2023 10:45 am ET

EAGLE PASS, Texas—Local officials keep a refrigerated truck to hold the bodies of migrants
who drown in the currents of the Rio Grande while trying to cross the border into the U.S.

Across the river, families having picnics or walking along the waterfront promenade of
Piedras Negras, Mexico, say they sometimes see bodies floating by or bobbing among the
reeds under a bridge. “We had times when we received four or five bodies a week,” said Hugo
González, owner of Funerarias González in Piedras Negras. “At one point, there were a lot of
corpses and there was nowhere to put them. We just didn’t have enough refrigerators at the
funeral home.”

A spike in deaths along the most dangerous stretches of the U.S.-Mexico border reflects the
escalating number of migrants seeking to cross into the U.S. from troubled home countries.
At the same time, U.S. immigration policies are allowing fewer of them legal entry. Many
migrants have turned to human smugglers and WhatsApp messages to help them navigate
more lightly patrolled—and treacherous—sections of the border to enter illegally, U.S.
officials said. 

https://www.wsj.com/news/author/santiago-perez
https://www.wsj.com/news/author/alicia-caldwell
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The bodies of more than 890 migrants, a record number, were recovered by U.S. authorities
along the border in the 2022 fiscal year that ended Sept. 30, according to the Biden
administration, a 58% increase over 2021. They drowned in fast-moving sections of the Rio
Grande or, after successfully crossing, died falling from cliffs along mountain passes or from
dehydration while lost, said U.S. border agents and police who recover the bodies. Hundreds
more were reported missing. In July, 53 migrants were found dead inside the back of a
sweltering tractor trailer found parked in San Antonio. U.S. and Mexican authorities
estimate that dozens also died last year on the Mexico side of the border or were lost at sea.

U.S. Border Patrol agents made a record 2.2 million arrests along the 1,958-mile border in the
2022 fiscal year, up from 1.65 million arrests in 2021. In the 245-mile section of the border
that federal authorities identify as the Del Rio Sector in Texas, which includes Eagle Pass,
there were 481,000 apprehensions in fiscal 2022, an 85% increase over the previous year.
Many of the arrests were in Eagle Pass’s Maverick County, population 58,000.

The Del Rio Sector is one of the most perilous places to cross the Rio Grande. Currents below
the surface are strong enough to sweep away logs, cattle and people. Even experienced
rescuers face risks in this stretch of the river, which claimed the lives of as many as 250
migrants last year, U.S. and Mexican officials said. 

First responders in Eagle Pass have reported finding as many as 30 bodies a month in the
river since March 2022, according to a federal government filing. “It’s like a graveyard,” said
Maverick County Sheriff Tom Schmerber, who grew up in the area. “I’ve been working on the
border for almost four decades and never saw tragedies of this magnitude.” 

Maverick County Sheriff Tom Schmerber standing by the refrigerated truck trailer used to hold bodies of migrants
who died trying to cross into the U.S.

PHOTO: PAUL RATJE FOR THE WALL STREET JOURNAL

https://www.wsj.com/articles/trailer-trucks-used-to-move-migrants-in-dangerous-journeys-on-rise-11656454584?mod=article_inline
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There also was a surge in the number of dead and missing migrants who tried to cross the
Caribbean to the U.S. from Haiti and Cuba, according to the United Nations migration agency,
which tallied 256 deaths at sea last year. The U.S. Coast Guard recovered the bodies of 65
migrants in the Caribbean and off the coast of Florida in the 2022 fiscal year, compared with
five in 2021. On the West Coast, the bodies of eight people were found in the sea and along the
shore of San Diego last weekend, after a pair of open fishing boats suspected of smuggling
migrants to the U.S. capsized. A Spanish-speaking woman who called 911 from one of the
boats said the vessel carried 15 people. No survivors were found.

Border agents, human-rights advocates and local officials say riskier crossings were driven
in part by Title 42, a pandemic-era policy that allowed border patrol agents to quickly expel
migrants. Previously, migrants who were apprehended were more likely to be released in
the U.S. to await a court hearing on their request for asylum. 

The Biden administration in January added more countries to the Title 42 restrictions and,
in a separate measure, announced that migrants caught trying to cross the border illegally
would soon be barred from requesting asylum in the U.S. if they didn’t ask for asylum in
countries they crossed en route. The administration said it expected an increase in illegal
immigration when Title 42 ends in May with expiration of the national emergency for Covid-

Apprehensions and expulsions
at the U.S.-Mexico border
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Cuba
Venezuela

200
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*Until Jan. 6, 2023
Source: U.S. Customs and Border Protection

https://www.wsj.com/articles/what-is-title-42-border-rules-migration-11649118539?mod=article_inline
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19. The government said the new rule for asylum seekers is aimed at deterring migrants
from using smugglers and taking riskier routes.

“These actions alone that I’m going to announce today aren’t going to fix our entire
immigration system, but they can help us a good deal in better managing what is a difficult
challenge,” President Biden said when unveiling the changes.

Human-rights groups are skeptical the policies will help. “Putting obstacles in the way of
migration doesn’t stop it, but it does make it more dangerous,” said Dana Graber, who leads
the Mexico unit of the U.N.’s International Organization for Migration.

Republican lawmakers have said Mr. Biden has failed to properly enforce immigration laws,
and many have pushed for more detentions and faster deportations.

Panama this week reported that more than 49,000 migrants from Haiti, Ecuador and China
crossed into their country in January and February, compared with around 9,000 during the
same period last year. Most said they were headed to the U.S., according to local officials.   

A migrant crossing spot on the Rio Grande, seen from Piedras Negras, Mexico, in the early morning. Eagle Pass, Texas,
is on the other side.

PHOTO: PAUL RATJE FOR THE WALL STREET JOURNAL

Fatal crossing

Irma Huete, her 3-year-old daughter Sofía Caballero and Ms. Huete’s brother Nolvin Huete
left Nicaragua on May 10 last year, a month before Sofía’s fourth birthday. The girl’s father
had reached the U.S. a few months earlier and was working at an auto body shop in
Wisconsin. Once across the border, migrants often take a bus or a flight to meet relatives or
acquaintances, largely in communities where low-skill jobs are available. 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/u-s-bound-migrants-surge-at-darien-jungle-crossing-in-panama-f9f39a0c?mod=article_inline
https://www.wsj.com/articles/migrants-are-doing-better-than-ever-thanks-to-tight-labor-market-11675784935?mod=article_inline
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After traveling 2,000 miles through Central America and Mexico, Ms. Huete and her family
stood in the dark with a group of migrants on the Mexico side of the Rio Grande, across from
Eagle Pass. She sent a hopeful message to her mother-in-law in Nicaragua: They were only a
few yards away from the U.S.

Sofía Caballero in an undated photo provided by her family.

PHOTO: CABALLERO FAMILY / FUNDACION PARA LA JUSTICIA

Migrants who had earlier made it across shared the riverbank location via WhatsApp with
others heading north to the border, local officials and U.S. Border Patrol agents said.

Smugglers had promised a raft to Ms. Huete’s group for crossing the Rio Grande, but there
was none when they arrived. Instead, the smugglers assembled a group of about 100
migrants, most of them from Central America, and formed a human chain to wade across a
shallower stretch of the river, based on accounts survivors gave Mexican state authorities
and Fundación para la Justicia, a Mexico-based human rights group.
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Mr. Huete put Sofía on his shoulders, and Ms. Huete followed him into the waters, according
to state authorities in Mexico. About 35 feet from the U.S. side, Mr. Huete lost his footing and
passed Sofía to Ms. Huete before the current swept him away. The river carried him about
350 feet, and he was able to cross into the U.S., migrants who were with him told Fundación
para la Justicia.

Ms. Huete and her daughter also were caught in the current and swept away. Ms. Huete’s
body was found at dawn, on the Mexico side of the bank, officials said. Sofía remains missing.

“We’ve seen a sharp increase in the number of migrants who lost their lives in this area,”
said Víctor Rodríguez, the chief prosecutor for the northern region in Mexico’s Coahuila
state where Piedras Negras is located. 

In April, a Texas National Guard soldier drowned trying to help rescue migrants across the
river. Last month, Mexican officials sighted an Ecuadorean woman on an embankment under
the bridge from Piedras Negras to Eagle Pass. She had her 5-year-old son in her lap. The
child’s father, who had tried to cross with them, was taken by the current.

Members of the Texas National Guard boarding rafts on the banks of the Rio Grande in Eagle Pass.

PHOTO: PAUL RATJE FOR THE WALL STREET JOURNAL

There also have been dozens of migrant deaths upriver in the Big Bend Sector of southwest
Texas. It is another favored destination because it is isolated and more lightly patrolled than
other crossing points. A walk from the border to the nearest U.S. town takes days, passing
across craggy mountains and deep canyons. Summer temperatures reach 100 degrees with
little shade.
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Sean McGoffin, who leads the U.S. Border Patrol’s Big Bend Sector said his agents in recent
years have been rescuing more migrants in remote, hard-to-reach areas and finding more
bodies. “One death is too many,” he said.

Farther west, in Tucson, Ariz., Border Patrol agents logged thousands of rescue calls in the
past year from lost or exhausted migrants, including those with life-threatening injuries.
Migrants often underestimate the challenge and are ill-prepared for long routes on foot, U.S.
and Mexican officials say. 

Sheriff Schmerber, of Maverick County, said the work of recovering bodies and trying to
identify and repatriate the dead takes time away from law-enforcement duties of his 22
officers. “We don’t have enough staff,” he said.

Mass grave

Mr. Gónzalez, owner of the funeral home across the river in Mexico, said about half of the
migrants found dead weren’t carrying identification. “Some of them have a phone number
hidden on their belt or shoe,” he said. Using the number, he calls to break the news and offer
embalming and repatriation. 

 Mr. González built six mausoleum drawers to temporarily keep as many as 12 bodies at a
time, including the unidentified and those unclaimed by relatives. The bodies are later
buried in a mass grave at one of Piedras Negras’s municipal graveyards.

Nicaraguan migrants in Mexico looking across the Rio Grande at Texas. Strong currents prevented them from
crossing the river.

PHOTO: PAUL RATJE FOR THE WALL STREET JOURNAL
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The number of migrant deaths reported in the Piedras Negras area doubled last year to
nearly 70, and more than 16 people trying to enter the U.S. have been reported missing,
according to Familias Unidas, a civic group that searches for missing people.

In mid-January, members of Mexico’s National Guard alerted the rescuers about screams
coming from one of the small islets of the Rio Grande between Piedras Negras and Eagle Pass.
The Beta team, the Mexican immigration agency’s rescue unit, found three Salvadoran
sisters, ages 6, 9 and less than 2 years. Mexican officials suspect the girls were abandoned by
migrant smugglers. 

Local residents and officials are especially taken by the case of Ms. Huete and her missing
daughter, Sofía. The Search Commission of Coahuila state issued an alert with a photo of
Sofía, smiling and her hair in two ponytails. Fliers with Sofía’s photo were put up on
lampposts and walls around town in the months after she disappeared in the Rio Grande.

Ms. Huete’s mother-in-law, Elia Centeno, said she used to care for Sofía while her parents
were working. The purpose of Ms. Huete’s trip to the U.S. was to reunite the girl with her
father.

“If I could, I would give my life to find Sofía,” said Ms. Centeno in a phone call from Nicaragua.
“There isn’t a second that I don’t think about her.”

The terrain in Presidio County, Texas, one spot where migrants travel to evade the U.S. Border Patrol after crossing
illegally into the U.S.

PHOTO: PAUL RATJE FOR THE WALL STREET JOURNAL

— René Arellano contributed to this article.
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Appeared in the March 18, 2023, print edition as 'Record Numbers of Migrants Are Dying at U.S.-Mexico Border'.

Write to Santiago Pérez at santiago.perez@wsj.com and Alicia A. Caldwell at
alicia.caldwell@wsj.com
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