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January 2021

As leaders who are part of Cities for Action, a coalition of nearly 200 mayors and county 
executives that advocates for pro-immigrant federal policies, we are proud to present to the 
Biden Administration and the 117th Congress a vision for immigration that will support the 
safety, health, and well-being of our communities. 

We represent diverse jurisdictions from across the country—large and small, urban and rural, 
in “red” and “blue” states—that are united by our understanding that immigration uplifts and 
enriches our communities. We recognize the pivotal role immigrants play in our cities and 
counties. And we know that pro-immigrant policies and programs support and empower our 
localities to become even more inclusive, equitable, and civically engaged.  

In the last four years, we have come together repeatedly to make our voices heard in response 
to attacks by the Trump Administration against immigrants and refugees. From defending 
DACA to responding to the public charge rule and attacks on welcoming cities, we have used 
our platforms to speak out against xenophobia and racism and to urge a federal approach that 
will help our communities thrive.

Now, as we greet a new year and new Presidential Administration and Congress, federal 
leadership on immigration is more important than ever. The COVID-19 pandemic has 
highlighted the contributions of immigrant essential workers and the interdependence of our 
communities, while also laying bare in sobering terms the urgency of addressing the structural 
and institutional inequities that have devastated our Black and Brown communities.

We welcome the opportunity to work with the Biden Administration and the 117th Congress 
to ensure an equitable response and recovery to the COVID-19 pandemic that includes our 
immigrant residents. We further set out the following priorities on immigration for our  
federal partners.

Letter from Local Leaders
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I. Partner with local leaders to support the successful economic, social, and 
civic integration of immigrant families

 � Establish a White House Office of New Americans; 

 � Invest in additional resources, coordination, and technical support for language access at all 
levels of government;

 � Enhance educational and employment opportunities for immigrants that support local 
economies; and  

 � Increase access to citizenship. 

II. Address immigration barriers that marginalize immigrant residents, 
separate families, and limit our communities’ capacity to thrive

 � Create a pathway to citizenship; 

 � Provide meaningful and fair access to immigration benefits and status; 

 � Keep families together by rethinking enforcement and shifting away from detention; 

 � Create a national funding stream for immigration legal services; and

 � Give local economies a boost by reforming employment-based immigration opportunities. 

III. Respect for local decision-making and expertise on public safety and  
public health

 � End efforts to condition federal funding on local cooperation with federal immigration 
enforcement; 

 � Respect local public safety and the administration of justice; and

 � Facilitate greater support for immigrant crime victims who help law enforcement.  

IV. Recognize the role of local governments in upholding our nation’s values 
and in addressing global challenges

 � Raise the annual refugee admissions ceiling and rebuild the resettlement infrastructure;

 � Remove cruel and unfair barriers to asylum; and 

 � Recognize the strength and needs of transnational communities in responding to 
humanitarian and environmental disasters. 
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Introduction
As a coalition of nearly 200 U.S. mayors and 
county executives that advocate for pro-
immigrant federal policies, Cities for Action 
is proud to present a vision for immigration 
that will support the safety, health, and 
well-being of our communities. As local 
government leaders, we have the privilege of 
proximity to our residents and understand 
their needs at the neighborhood, block, 
and even household level. Time and again, 
we have witnessed how inclusive policies 
result in stronger, safer, and more resilient 
communities, because immigrants are not 
only our neighbors and co-workers, but also 
our families.1

In recent years, cities and counties have 
increasingly seized the opportunity to 
innovate and advocate on behalf of our 
immigrant residents in the absence of federal 
leadership and in the face of relentless 
attacks. In our jurisdictions, we have 
implemented policies and programs that 
advance the common welfare of all of our 
residents by providing concrete access and 
opportunities to our immigrant residents. At 
the federal level, Cities for Action members 
have also advocated for the Deferred Action 
for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) program, 
Temporary Protected Status (TPS), and 
other immigration reforms that support our 
communities, as well as defended against 
policies that harm immigrant families 
and our interest in safe, healthy, and 
economically thriving cities and counties.   

After four years of Presidential action 
on immigration characterized by cruelty, 
xenophobia, and division and continued 
Congressional inaction, our country now 
has an opportunity to build a more resilient 
and inclusive society and enact long overdue 
immigration reforms. Public support for 
policies that keep families together and 
reaffirm our welcoming values is at an all-
time high.2 Moreover, a humane immigration 
system is more necessary than ever as cities 
and counties nationwide endeavor to ensure 
equitable, effective, and sustainable recovery 
from the COVID-19 pandemic. 

As leaders of the nation’s cities and 
counties—from large to small, urban to 
rural, in “red” and “blue” states—Cities for 
Action members are proud of our work 
individually and collectively to advance 
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pro-immigrant policies and innovative and 
inclusive integration programs. We are now 
ready, willing, and able to support bold 
federal action on immigration by the Biden 
Administration and the 117th Congress. We 
are encouraged to present the following 
recommendations on how national leaders 
can harness the leadership and expertise 
of localities to realize an immigration 
system that at once propels our economic 
vitality and community safety, ensures our 
humanity, and secures our leadership as a 
beacon for immigrants and refugees.  

I. Partner with local leaders 
to support the successful 
economic, social, and  
civic integration of 
immigrant families
We are home to thriving immigrant 
communities that contribute to the 
dynamism and vitality of our cities and 
counties. From Boise to Boston, immigrants 
have brought new, vibrant life to our local 
industries, our Main Streets, and our schools, 
workplaces, houses of worship, and other 
civic institutions. 

Our jurisdictions recognize the contributions 
of our immigrant residents and are 
committed to supporting their success, 
as we do with all residents. In fact, many 
innovative approaches to immigrant 
integration have been nurtured at the local 
level, from municipal identification document 

programs, to the establishment of local 
offices dedicated to immigrant affairs or 
new Americans, to investments in citizenship 
access and immigration legal services. 

In the absence of a national plan, localities 
have been on the frontlines of a broken 
and outdated immigration system and have 
taken up leadership in supporting immigrant 
integration and advancing immigrant success 
and well-being. We also understand the 
barriers that can inhibit immigrant residents 
from accessing opportunity and achieving 
success, including language barriers, fear in 
interacting with local government, challenges 
in accessing higher education and skills for 
employment advancement, and immigration 
restrictions limiting services and programs 
for vulnerable communities.

To achieve our shared mission of supporting 
immigrants’ economic, social, and civic 
integration, cities and counties need strong 
partnership at the federal level. The Biden 
Administration and the 117th Congress 
should implement a national strategy for 
immigrant integration that includes the 
following action items:

 � Establish a White House Office 
of New Americans. Such office 
would fund and promote immigrant 
integration and coordinate efforts across 
the federal government and with state 
and local partners. We know from our 
own experience the importance of having 
strong executive leadership to break 
down government silos, coordinate 
across multiple executive agencies, and 
ensure immigrant-inclusive approaches 
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by government on a range of issues, from 
education to health and social services to 
small business support. A White House 
Office of New Americans can additionally 
play a leadership role in convening 
local and state counterparts, as well as 
stakeholders from advocacy, education, 
labor, business, and philanthropy, to 
advance a comprehensive national strategy. 

 � Invest in additional resources, 
coordination, and technical 
support for language access  
at all levels of government.  
The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted 
the challenges that governments at 
all levels face in providing accessible, 
accurate, and timely information to all 
of our residents, regardless of language 

or literacy level.3 As this public health 
crisis has made all too clear, language 
access is essential to the health, safety, 
recovery, and resiliency of our jurisdictions 
and needs additional federal support. 
The Biden Administration and Congress 
should make investments in expanding 
the multilingual capacity of government at 
all levels. Localities need stronger federal 
leadership to ensure accurate and timely 
translation and interpretation for crucial 
public services and programs. Federal-
level coordination on standards and policy 
guidance can also help localities take a 
consistent approach to terminology, as well 
as share best practices and technological 
innovations. Language access is not simply 
good policy for our jurisdictions, it’s also 
a matter of civil rights. Our governments 

must make sure we reflect the diversity 
of our communities in service to and 
communications with the public.    

 �Enhance educational and 
employment opportunities for 
immigrants that support local 
economies. As workers and as 
business owners, immigrants help drive 
our local and regional economies, yet 
they often face challenges reaching 
their full potential due to various 
barriers including language skills, limited 
networks and access to workforce 
development programs, the digital 
divide, lack of access to loans for small 
businesses, lack of access to financial 
aid and in-state tuition for students, 
exclusion from occupational and 
professional licenses as well as drivers 
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licenses, difficulty obtaining recognition  
of foreign credentials, uncertain 
immigration status, and workplace 
exploitation and discrimination.4 Localities 
and states have pursued equitable 
opportunity for immigrants through 
a variety of methods, from state laws 
offering in-state tuition and financial 
aid access for Dreamers,5 to innovative 
and accessible models for promoting 
immigrant entrepreneurship, workforce 
development, and workers’ rights.6 Federal 
leadership is needed to promote successful 
local and state strategies and to help lower 
barriers and expand opportunity nationally 
through federal funding, policy guidance, 
and technical assistance.

 � Increase access to citizenship. 
Naturalization not only strengthens 
immigrant ties to the U.S. and enhances 
the civic and political engagement of 
immigrant communities, it also increases 
individual earnings and supports increased 

employment and home ownership.7 
Recognizing the benefit to our jurisdictions, 
localities have implemented various 
models for promoting naturalization, as 
well as encouraging new citizen voter 
registration.8 The Biden Administration 
and the 117th Congress must address 
the numerous barriers erected by the 
Trump Administration that have made 
naturalization more expensive, confusing, 
and time-consuming for otherwise-eligible 
immigrants, such as eliminating increased 
fees, increasing eligibility for whole 
or partial fee waivers, and addressing 
culturally biased changes to the citizenship 
test. The Biden Administration and 
Congress must also increase investments 
in promoting citizenship and immigrant 
civic participation generally through 
dedicated funding and partnerships 
with cities and counties, as well as with 
libraries, labor unions, employers, colleges 
and universities, and other partners.
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Without federal leadership and a national strategy that addresses the vulnerabilities and 
disparate health and economic impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic, cities and counties will 
continue to struggle with implementing an equitable response and recovery. The pandemic 
has laid bare and exacerbated long-standing inequalities. Broad, inclusive relief and a 
tailored approach to specific challenges faced by immigrant families are necessary to safely 
get our entire communities back on track.  

The pandemic has been devastating for communities that have for too long confronted 
structural and institutional inequity and racism. According to the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention (CDC), Latino and Black residents, including the foreign-born, have experienced 
higher case rates, hospitalization rates, and death rates, attributable to systemic disparities 
in socioeconomic status, access to health care, and increased exposure to COVID-19 through 
work.9 Local analysis looking at foreign-born residents has similarly found higher rates of 
COVID-19 cases and deaths in immigrant-dense neighborhoods.10 Indeed, immigrants have been 
on the frontlines of the pandemic as essential workers—doctors, nurses, home health aides, and 
other health care providers, as well as grocery workers, delivery workers, child care providers, 
agricultural workers, and workers at food processing facilities.11 An estimated five million 
undocumented immigrants—nearly three in four undocumented immigrants in the workforce—
are in essential roles, keeping our cities and counties running during this time of crisis.12

Immigrants have also been among the workers most affected by unemployment and the 
economic impacts of the pandemic, as industries with significant foreign-born workforces such as 
hospitality and food services have undergone massive job losses13 and small business owners fight 
for survival. For undocumented immigrant workers in particular, their exclusion from a range 
of federal, and to some extent state, relief and safety net programs has exacerbated economic 
vulnerability for themselves and their families, leading to a crisis in food and housing insecurity.

Localities have used a variety of pragmatic and inclusive strategies to address the health and 
economic crisis facing immigrant families in their jurisdictions. These include distribution 
of emergency food that is broadly accessible and culturally appropriate, emergency cash 
assistance to help address gaps in existing relief and benefits programs, eviction protections 
and rental assistance to protect immigrant tenants from eviction, and the use of multilingual 
videos, graphics, webinars, and other communications materials to get crucial information to 
different communities.14 Many cities and counties, however, face our own fiscal crisis.  

A Coordinated Strategy for Immigrant Inclusion 
is Necessary for an Equitable Response and 
Recovery to the COVID-19 Pandemic

9
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We must also contend with significant fear and confusion in immigrant communities around 
access to public services and trust in government, especially following four years of anti-
immigrant attacks by the Trump Administration such as the public charge rule and over-
aggressive interior enforcement.15

Our ability to successfully recover from the pandemic relies upon federal leadership that 
recognizes the contributions of immigrants during the pandemic, the impact of the pandemic 
on all of our residents, and the interdependence that underlies the health, safety, and 
economic well-being of our communities. Without a mitigation and recovery strategy that is 
inclusive of all, our cities and counties will be hampered in our pursuit of an equitable and 
resilient post-COVID-19 future. This strategy should include: 

	� Expanded access to pandemic relief and health care to address gaping holes in the safety 
net faced by immigrant small business owners, essential workers, and unemployed workers 
and families. Addressing hunger, shelter, vaccine access, and health care must be a priority, 
regardless of immigration status.      

	� Strong, coordinated outreach and multilingual messaging that immigrants should not fear 
interaction with government and can safely access medical care—including COVID-19 testing, 
treatment, vaccines, and preventative care—as well as emergency food, shelter, and other 
resources during the pandemic.

	� Immigration relief that recognizes the contributions of immigrant essential workers and 
sets them on a path to work authorization and citizenship, as well as enforceable protections 
for all workers, regardless of immigration status, to help them demand safe working 
conditions without the fear of retaliation.  

	� Leadership to address a rise in racism and xenophobia connected to the COVID-19 
pandemic, through public messaging denouncing harassment, discrimination, and bias-
motivated crimes, as well as training for government officials and the general public on 
resources available to address racism and xenophobia as a public health issue.  

	� Tailored workforce and recovery strategies for immigrant-dense industries decimated by 
the pandemic so that immigrant workers who helped build these industries have access to 
training and support that will allow them to return to work with dignity.   

	� A moratorium on immigration enforcement while the pandemic continues to threaten 
public health, and the release of vulnerable and immuno-compromised individuals from 
immigration detention.

10
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II. Address immigration 
barriers that marginalize 
immigrant residents, 
separate families, and  
limit our communities’ 
capacity to thrive
In our cities and counties, we see up close the 
life-changing effects of federal immigration 
policy changes and enforcement on 
immigrants and citizens alike. In 2012, with 
the creation of DACA, the lives of hundreds of 
thousands of young immigrants, Americans 
in every way except for their citizenship 
status, changed for the better. In turn, DACA 
recipients changed for the better the local 

economies and civic institutions of our cities 
and counties. In contrast, the changes to 
the public charge rule led to widespread 
confusion and fear among immigrant 
families uncertain about whether they would 
face severe immigration consequences for 
accessing help they needed and qualified 
for. Cities and counties continue to confront 
the chilling effects of the public charge 
rule, as our immigrant residents—including 
lawful permanent residents and many other 
immigrants not subject to the rule—are 
fearful of accessing critical care, including for 
their U.S. citizen children, even in the face of 
a national public health crisis.    

There are myriad ways in which federal 
immigration policy, from seemingly technical 
changes at the agency level to broad-reaching 
executive or congressional action, have kept 
immigrant families from living full lives. 
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Reforming our immigration system to restore 
the focus on family unity, citizenship, dignity 
for workers, and the well-being of local 
communities will not only allow us to recommit 
to the American Dream but also allow our 
localities and, in turn, our country to grow.

We call on the Biden Administration and the 
117th Congress to address barriers in federal 
immigration policy that keep our immigrant 
families from reaching their full potential and 
thus limit our cities and counties’ full capacity 
to thrive, including:

 � Create a pathway to citizenship.  
We are heartened to see that the Biden 
Administration will recognize the 
importance of a pathway to citizenship for 
all 11 million of our undocumented 
residents.16 Cities for Action has long 
advocated for reform that values family 
and community ties and accounts for the 

enormous contributions made by our 
residents who are undocumented, 
including those with DACA and TPS, and 
immigrant essential workers.17 These 
residents are integral parts of our families, 
as evidenced by the large number of 
mixed status families in our localities. And 
most have lived in our country for over a 
decade, becoming valued members of our 
communities.18 Creating a path to 
citizenship will support the stability of 
families and children19 and provide 
significant economic and other benefits to 
cities and counties.20 As he has publicly 
committed, President Biden should 
introduce and Congress should pass 
legislation to bring relief to these 
American families within the first 100 days 
of his administration.

 � Provide meaningful and fair 
access to immigration benefits 

and status. The more than 400 policy 
changes adopted over the past four 
years have effectively dismantled the 
legal immigration system, creating 
enormous barriers for those who are 
eligible for immigration benefits.21 
While more widely known changes—
such as the public charge rule and the 
drastic increase in U.S. Citizenship and 
Immigration Services (USCIS) application 
fees—impose obvious barriers to 
status, lesser known, more technical 
changes—such as changes to the USCIS 
Policy Manual instructing officers to 
exercise their discretion in ways that 
dictate denials—have acted as invisible 
hurdles to relief. In addition, changes to 
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regulations governing immigration court 
procedures have made due process and 
access to relief more difficult to obtain 
for immigrants. Localities have a strong 
interest in our residents’ ability to adjust 
their status, become naturalized, and 
remain with their families if they are 
eligible to do so, as obtaining legal status 
and eventually citizenship often results 
in significant economic gains for our 
residents in terms of growth, earnings, 
tax revenues, and jobs.22 Congress should 
exercise its oversight authority to hold 
both USCIS and the Executive Office for 
Immigration Review accountable to their 
Congressionally mandated missions 
to avoid misguided policies such as 
the public charge rule. Further, the 
new Administration must embrace our 
nation’s historic identity as “a nation of 
immigrants,”23 and reform USCIS and the 
immigration courts to make it the norm, 
and not the exception, for immigrants to 
fairly access immigration benefits and 
relief for which they are eligible.

 � Keep families together by 
rethinking enforcement and 
shifting away from detention. 
Immigrants—whether they be lawful 
permanent residents, temporary visa 
holders, or undocumented—have 
significant, deep ties to our families and 
are integral parts of our communities. 
Despite these ties, the federal immigration 
system has been increasingly characterized 
by an enforcement-only approach. The rise 
in detention,24 deportations,25 as well as 
the constant threat of enforcement, have 

been hugely detrimental to the physical, 
mental, and economic well-being of our 
families and children.26 When families are 
living under fear or instantly destabilized 
through increased enforcement, entire 
communities suffer, with community 
members becoming more fearful and 
mistrustful of public institutions, and 
less likely to participate in civic life and 
social services.27 Moreover, instability 
and uncertainty in immigrant families 
in our communities makes our localities 
and nation less resilient and less able 
to meet our full social and economic 
potential. We are encouraged to see the 
Biden Administration commit to a 100-
day moratorium on enforcement while it 
reevaluates enforcement priorities. This 
first step must lead to the Administration 
and Congress reorienting our immigration 
system to one that prizes family unification 
over costly and inhumane punishments 
like detention and deportation. The use 
of civil immigration detention must be 
sharply curtailed, and transparency and 
accountability for humane detention 
conditions and the human rights of 
detainees must be strengthened.28

 � Create a national funding stream 
for immigration legal services.  
Deportation has always been recognized 
as a particularly harsh penalty, resulting 
in the loss of “all that makes life worth 
living.”29 And unlike other civil violations, 
alleged immigration violations can result 
in the loss of liberty, often for the duration 
of the removal proceeding, which can last 
for years. What is more, many immigrants 
facing deportation have a legal basis to 



14

A Vision for Immigration Action

stay with their families, but often cannot 
avail themselves of the relief without the 
help of counsel.30 Yet, immigrants are not 
guaranteed free legal representation in 
these proceedings. We have seen that 
locally funded immigration legal services 
models like the New York Immigrant 
Family Unity Project have resulted in 
dramatically fairer and better outcomes 
for immigrant families.31 Ultimately, 
however, the federal government must 
support due process for immigrants 
in the federal immigration system 
by creating a funding stream for the 
provision of immigration legal services and 
for building local capacity to meet the legal 
needs of immigrant communities.  
The Biden Administration and Congress 
should significantly expand efforts to 
connect indigent immigrants with legal 
representation, with priority for those in 
detention facing removal.  

 � Give local economies a boost by 
reforming employment-based 
immigration opportunities.  
Despite recent rhetoric, immigration is 
a net positive for economic growth and 
complements rather than competes with 
the native-born workforce.32 In fact, by 
almost every measure, immigrants have 
proven crucial to local economic growth. 
Immigrants are proven job creators. 
They are twice as likely as native-born 
citizens to start businesses—both small 
and large33—and more than 8 million 
Americans are employed at these 
businesses.34 International students, 
who bring future talent, innovation, 

and vibrancy to college towns across 
the country, contribute $39 billion to 
the U.S. economy and support more 
than 455,000 American jobs.35 Further, 
immigrants have proven critical to filling 
labor shortages in key sectors,36 and as we 
have seen in the past year, immigrants are 
overrepresented in essential industries 
like health care, agriculture, construction, 
maintenance, and food services.37 Many 
cities and counties across the country have 
recognized that without full integration of 
our immigrant residents and encouraging 
sustained immigration, we cannot properly 
prepare for our future demographic and 
economic needs.38 We need a federal 
government that understands these needs 
and will support local economic growth 
through reforms in employment-based 
immigration opportunities, from creating 
a pathway to citizenship for essential 
workers to making it easier for localities to 
sponsor immigration depending on their 
unique economic development needs.
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III. Respect for local 
decision-making and 
expertise on public safety 
and public health
As local leaders, we know the critical 
importance of community trust to maintain 
public safety and public health for all our 
residents. When crime victims and witnesses 
avoid local law enforcement because of 
their immigration status, our neighborhoods 
become less safe. When families are fearful 
that seeking medical care will have negative 
immigration consequences for them or their 
loved ones, our communities are less healthy. 

This perspective stems from our daily 
experience leading our cities and counties.  
It is also supported by research showing 
how residents’ fear about immigration 
enforcement—and fear about local 
cooperation with federal immigration 
enforcement—can make it harder for local 
authorities to investigate and address 
crime, as well as inhibit immigrant residents 
from seeking health care, including crucial 
preventative health services.39

Localities across the country have sought to 
build and sustain strong relationships with 
immigrant communities through the adoption 
of policies and programs that reflect local 
needs and local realities. These include over 
700 counties that have policies restricting 
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local cooperation with U.S. Immigration 
and Customs Enforcement (ICE) detainers, 
over 200 counties that restrict ICE access to 
local jails without a warrant, and thousands 
of localities that limit the collection and/or 
disclosure of sensitive information such as 
immigration status from residents seeking 
help from local authorities, including law 
enforcement.40 While local policies vary in 
scope and approach, they have in common 
a recognition that our communities’ safety 
and health needs are paramount, and that 
local cooperation with federal immigration 
enforcement can potentially detract from or 
undermine local priorities.41

Unfortunately, this pragmatic perspective is 
frequently distorted and politicized by those 
looking for opportunities to spread fear and 
division about immigrants. In reality, research 
indicates that jurisdictions seeking to support 
community interactions with local government 
by maintaining separation between local 
law enforcement and federal immigration 

enforcement see no impact on crime and 
have even been found to be generally safer 
and stronger economically.42 The Biden 
Administration and the 117th Congress must 
recognize and honor local expertise and:

 � End efforts to condition federal 
funding on local cooperation with 
federal immigration enforcement. 
Recent federal efforts to compel cities 
and counties to use our resources to 
assist federal immigration enforcement 
fail to recognize the detrimental local 
consequences of eroding community 
trust and imperiling public safety. At 
risk is local discretion—informed by 
local expertise—about how to balance 
community engagement needs, privacy 
concerns for vulnerable residents, the use 
of limited resources, and other factors to 
protect the community overall. The Biden 
Administration and Congress must end 
all efforts to compel localities to assist in 
federal immigration enforcement.  
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 � Respect local public safety and  
the administration of justice.  
ICE and U.S. Customs and Border 
Protection (CBP) activity in our 
jurisdictions, including the use of 
deceptive tactics like impersonating local 
law enforcement and enforcement at 
sensitive locations such as courthouses, 
have increasingly created fear and 
confusion among immigrant communities 
about local officials and institutions. 
Deceptive tactics that make it difficult for 
residents to discern federal immigration 
authorities from local police drive 
a wedge between local government 
and our residents and undermine our 
public safety strategies.43 Similarly, 
aggressive enforcement activities at 
or near institutions such as schools 
and courthouses chill immigrant civic 
participation and access to justice.44 The 
Biden Administration must end the use of 
enforcement tactics that jeopardize public 
safety and the administration of justice, 
and the Administration and Congress 
must ensure that mechanisms are in place 
for  stronger training, supervision, and 
agency accountability.

 � Facilitate greater support for 
immigrant crime victims who help 
law enforcement. To successfully 
address crime, our law enforcement 
agencies rely on the cooperation of 
immigrant communities to report 
crime and help investigators. Many of 
our localities have successfully worked 
with immigrant crime victims and their 
representatives to use the U and T 

visa programs to help immigrants who 
have assisted law enforcement despite 
vulnerability regarding their status. The 
Biden Administration should further 
support local law enforcement by making 
resources including training and technical 
assistance about these programs available 
to local agencies, as well as work with 
Congress to increase the number of 
available U and T visas annually.   

IV. Recognize the role 
of local governments in 
upholding our nation’s 
values and in addressing 
global challenges
Over one out of every thirty people in the 
world is an immigrant.45 As war, violence, 
climate change, economic inequality, and 
other drivers of migration continue to 
multiply, the project of building welcoming 
and inclusive local communities becomes 
more crucial.  Although immigration laws 
governing entry and status remain the 
province of national governments,  
the sense of belonging an immigrant achieves 
often rests on the policies and programs of 
local governments.

Local governments in turn have increasingly 
embraced immigrant and refugees’ 
contributions to our demographics,46 
economies,47 and culture48 and sought 
opportunities to build relationships with 
and exchange best practices for immigrant 
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inclusion with other cities and localities 
internationally. As government leaders 
closest to the community, we have a shared 
interest in humane migration policies that 
reaffirm our humanitarian values. And just 
as cities have been at the forefront of global 
efforts to combat the climate crisis, so too 
have localities driven bold and aggressive 
integration agendas in the absence of  
global leadership. 

The incoming administration should recognize 
the value of local voices in addressing global 
migration challenges and immediately rejoin 
the Global Compact on Migration. Additionally, 
we urge the Biden Administration to recommit 
to our nation’s core welcoming values by 
taking steps to: 

 � Raise the annual refugee 
admissions ceiling and rebuild  
the resettlement infrastructure. 
After the last few years of record-low 
admissions, we are encouraged that the 
Biden Administration intends to raise 
the annual refugee admissions ceiling 
to 125,000. Our members have long 
recognized the enormous contributions 
of their refugee communities and the 
need to extend our welcome to new 
populations in need.49 Many have even 
begun actively investing in policies and 
programs designed to attract more 
residents.50 With the partnership of a 
federal administration that also recognizes 
the role the U.S. should play in upholding 
international humanitarian obligations and 
the long-term local revitalization benefits 
associated with resettlement, more 

localities will be able to invest in their long-
term vitality and in their commitment to 
humanitarian values.  

 � Remove cruel and unfair barriers 
to asylum. Over the last four years, 
there have been barriers enacted at every 
stage of the asylum process in the U.S., 
effectively dismantling the system.51 Even 
if asylum seekers make it past the almost 
insurmountable barriers at the border—
like “metering,” “Remain in Mexico,” 
etc.—they are often subject to inhumane 
practices such as family separation and 
prolonged detention, even of children 
and families.52 Beyond running counter 
to our long-held, humanitarian values as 
a country, these barriers to asylum have 
harmed the public health, safety, and 
well-being of our members’ residents and 
communities.53 The Biden Administration 
must not only rescind these roadblocks 
and rebuild the asylum system to be in line 
with our international obligations, but also 
reunite families separated at the border 
and act to address the additional trauma 
asylum seekers have been subjected to by 
federal policies over the last four years. 

 � Recognize the strength and needs 
of transnational communities in 
responding to humanitarian and 
environmental disasters.  
The U.S. has recognized for decades our 
moral obligation to provide safe haven for 
individuals unable to return to their home 
countries decimated by humanitarian and 
natural disasters. Many of our strongest 
immigrant communities—the Haitians 
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in Miami, the Salvadorans in L.A., the 
Nepalese in Dallas, etc.—came to this 
country during moments of crisis in their 
home countries. As the groundswell of 
bipartisan support for relief for countries 
in crisis like Venezuela has shown us, the 
anguish our immigrant communities feel 
in watching their families suffer from afar 
and in envisioning a future in which they 
may be forced to return to devastation 
is something localities also feel. The 
new Administration should consider the 
significant transnational ties of our local 
communities and redesignate for TPS for 
countries like Haiti, Nicaragua, El Salvador, 
Honduras, Nepal, Syria, Yemen, Sudan, 
South Sudan, Somalia, Guinea, and Sierra 
Leone; and newly designate for TPS or 
Deferred Enforced Departure countries 
such as Venezuela, Guatemala, the 
Bahamas, Cameroon, Yemen, and others.

Conclusion
The immigrant communities of our cities 
and counties have enriched our culture, 
revitalized our economies, and strengthened 
our social fabric. While it has been a privilege 
to stand up for and protect our immigrant 
residents against hateful rhetoric and 
harmful policies over the past several years, 
local governments are ready to partner with 
the new Administration and Congress to 
imagine and build a better, more humane 
immigration system. Doing so will help our 
immigrant communities thrive and allow our 
cities and counties to recover, prosper, and 
maintain our resilience in the years to come.
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