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Documenting the Undocumented Series

With this report, the Center for American Progress begins a new series that looks at 
the daily lives, struggles, and strategies of undocumented immigrants who must live 
through the assault of harsh laws designed to make their lives unbearable. Throughout 
2012 we will release reports  that lift the veil on our nation’s undocumented, providing 
a window into the lives of the 11 million who live in the United States without papers 
and how our nation’s immigration policies impact us all–documented or not.
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Introduction and summary

With more than 11 million unauthorized immigrants currently living in the 
country,1 a consensus has emerged that the current immigration system is 
broken and badly needs mending. In the absence of federal legislation providing 
a coherent immigration policy, states have taken it upon themselves to enforce 
their way to a solution. Arizona, Georgia, and Alabama recently took matters 
into their own hands by passing laws designed to criminalize virtually all activity 
engaged in by undocumented immigrants. This patchwork of state and local laws 
is driven by a strategy known by immigration restrictionists as “attrition through 
enforcement.” The goal is to create a climate of fear and make life so difficult for 
immigrants that they will self-deport. 

So have state anti-immigration bills led to an exodus of unauthorized migrants 
from the United States as restrictionists have promised? 

To answer this question we review the current evidence, as well as findings from 
the University of California, San Diego’s Mexican Migration Field Research 
Project’s, or MMFRP, study of unauthorized immigrants in Oklahoma City. 
Oklahoma City passed anti-immigrant ordinances in 2007 and 2009, well before 
states such as Arizona, Georgia, or Alabama. Since the city’s unauthorized popula-
tion has had more time to gather experiences under the immigration ordinances, 
the data from this population provides a unique lens into what actually happens to 
immigrant communities and families in the wake of restrictionist laws. 

The MMFRP conducted surveys and interviews in Oklahoma City in 2009 and 2010. 
The interviews were part of a larger study of migrants from Tlacuitapa, Jalisco, a town 
in Central-Western Mexico with nearly 100 years of migration to the United States. 
Migrants from Tlacuitapa primarily settle in Union City, outside of San Francisco, 
California, and in Oklahoma City. Between January and March 2010, a binational 
team of researchers surveyed nearly all adults between 15 and 65 in Tlacuitapa and 
several hundred migrants from the town who live in the United States.
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In February 2010, a team of MMFRP researchers conducted surveys and inter-
views with migrants from Tlacuitapa living in Oklahoma City. While no single 
community can represent the experiences of all undocumented Mexican immi-
grants, the community of migrants from Tlacuitapa living in Oklahoma exem-
plifies the most frequently observed patterns of migration and settlement from 
Mexico’s longest-term communities of migration. The breadth of this data allows 
us to understand the choices made by unauthorized immigrants in the wake of 
punitive anti-immigrant measures. 

Immigrants’ reaction to anti-immigrant laws

Based on the experiences of immigrants in Oklahoma City, and in more recent 
cases such as Arizona after S.B. 1070, we find that:

1. Most unauthorized immigrants make the decision to stay in the country 

despite attempts to drive them out. The proliferation of state-level anti-
immigrant laws has not changed the calculus for immigrants when it comes to 
choosing to stay here or return home.2 

2. At best, anti-immigrant laws simply drive immigrants from one area to 

another—say from one county to the next, or from one state to the next—

rather than from the country. At worst, they further isolate immigrants from 
the communities they live in and from local law enforcement, while driving 
families deeper into the shadows. 

The reasons behind their decision to stay 

So why aren’t immigrants leaving the country in response to these laws? There are 
several reasons. 

•	Most undocumented immigrants have been in the country for 10 years or more, 
and the majority live in family units with children, meaning that they are well 
settled into American life, making it less likely that they would want to leave.

•	The costs of a return trip also are too steep for most people.3
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•	Finally, the stark lack of opportunities in the migrants’ home countries—which 
pushed them to enter the United States outside of legal status in the first place—
have not gone away, leaving them with little reason to believe that life would be 
better there than in the United States. 

Many of these same reasons also explain why migration to the United States 
has slowed. 

The Great Recession and increased border security have greatly decreased the num-
ber of people seeking to enter the country outside of legal status. Increased vigilance 
on the border has made it increasingly difficult to cross. And while it is still possible 
to enter illegally, it is vastly more expensive and risky than a decade ago. This increase 
in cost and danger, combined with the downturn in the U.S. economy, has caused the 
rate of clandestine migration to drop significantly. Even with this decline in immigra-
tion, however, the United States is still left with a large undocumented population. 

And in addition to being ineffective, state efforts to drive undocumented 
immigrants out of the country are quite expensive. Arizona’s S.B. 1070 cost the 
state at least $141 million in lost revenue from conference cancellations, while 
Georgia’s H.B. 87 is projected to cost the state between $300 million and $1 
billion in lost agricultural revenue.Alabama’s law could be even more costly with 
one estimate as high as $10.8 billion or 6.2 percent of the state’s GDP. 4

A better way forward

Above all, immigration policy should enable public  safety officers and other 
officials to carry out their duties without creating fear or worry among immigrant 
communities that they are acting as immigration enforcement agents. As this 
report will show, policies of “attrition through enforcement” through anti-immi-
grant laws do not lead to large-scale resettlement. But they do complicate the rela-
tionships between local law enforcement officials, political leaders, and immigrant 
communities, to the detriment of all three.

Instead of burdensome state and local legislation, sensible policy solutions lie with 
the federal government and with Congress, which has the power to pass compre-
hensive immigration reform, bringing immigrants out of the shadows to vet them 
in a secure and orderly way rather than further criminalizing them. 

In addition 
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Among the many problems under the current immigration system, too few avenues 
for legal migration exist, especially for Mexican residents. Reforming the legal visa 
system will help diminish the impetus for clandestine migration in the first place. 
Revamping the cumbersome, slow, and backlogged system will curtail illegal entry 
and promote the complementary goals of economic growth and family unification. 

Instead of unsuccessfully trying to drive unauthorized immigrants out of the coun-
try, we should work to integrate them, which will keep families together, improve 
community safety, and better the economy all at the same time.5
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With fewer economic prospects in the United States following the Great 
Recession, and fewer migrants attempting to cross the border (see text box), one 
could assume that unauthorized immigrants in the United States will return to 
their home countries. 

And yet the evidence shows the exact opposite: The unauthorized population has 
stayed stable in spite of the challenges. As of mid-2011 the estimated population 
of undocumented immigrants in the United States exceeded 11 million, of whom 
roughly 6.5 million are of Mexican origin.6 

This figure represents a tremendous increase over the estimates of the undocu-
mented population from 1990, when approximately 3.5 million undocumented 
migrants lived in the United States, and from 2000, when the unauthorized 
population was roughly 8.4 million. Even in the last few years, the undocumented 
population has stayed relatively steady, peaking at 12 million in 2008 but dropping 
to 11.2 million by 2010.7 

In this section we explain why many of the same forces that decreased the rates of 
new undocumented migration have also kept unauthorized immigrants already 
living in the United States from leaving. 

Unauthorized immigrants already 
in the country are not leaving

Even as restrictionists continue to argue in favor of “attrition 

through enforcement” legislation that makes life extremely difficult 

for immigrants living in the country, immigration into the country 

has largely dried up. 

The flow of unauthorized Mexican migration, which peaked in the 

early 2000s with over 500,000 annual illicit entries, had fallen to 

150,000 per year by 2007, and has continued to stay low ever since.8 

This precipitous drop in unauthorized Mexican migration arrived 

Fewer unauthorized immigrants are coming to the U.S.
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through three forces: increased border enforcement and risk, rising 

costs of clandestine immigration, and reduced incentives to migrate.  

Increased border enforcement and risk

Beginning in 1993 the federal government invested billions of dollars 

in border enforcement initiatives, which shifted clandestine migra-

tion out of urban areas and into the more difficult desert terrain. 

These programs increased personnel deployed to monitor the border, 

built and strengthened physical barriers, created virtual and remote 

monitoring systems, and imprisoned migrants who were apprehend-

ed on the border.9 As a result, by 2008 Border Patrol and other federal 

agents spent four times as many hours doing surveillance on the bor-

der as in 1992, while between 2004 and 2011 the number of Border 

Patrol agents more than doubled, from 10,000 to nearly 21,000.10 

With urban areas effectively closed to easy border crossing, undocu-

mented migrants were pushed into crossing through the remote deserts 

and mountains of eastern California, Arizona, and Texas.11 Compared to 

urban zones, it takes longer and is far more dangerous to cross in these 

isolated areas.12 Most estimates put the number of deaths from migrants 

attempting to cross the border at more than one per day.13

So while increased border security has not fully stopped determined 

migrants from entering the country, it has made it far more difficult 

for them to do so. As a result, individual migrants seriously weigh the 

dangers when deciding whether to cross the border.14

Rising costs of clandestine migration

Due to the federal government’s efforts to deter clandestine migra-

tion through increased border enforcement, the likelihood that an 

unauthorized migrant will be apprehended while attempting to 

cross the border has increased from a roughly one-in-four chance (in 

the early 1980s) to just under a one-in-two chance (during the last 

decade).15 In fact, in many areas of the border today the Border Patrol 

believes that it is apprehending four out of five attempted entrants.16

It is still possible, however, for determined migrants to enter the 

United States without permission.17 Their success is due to the 

continued use of professional people smugglers, known as coyotes 

or polleros, who facilitate unauthorized migration. Coyotes guide 

migrants through the wilderness or arrange for them to be hidden 

in vehicles crossing through legal ports of entry. Between 1990 and 

2010 close to 80 percent of clandestine migrants used coyotes to help 

them cross the U.S.-Mexico border.18 

But while increasing border security led undocumented migrants to 

rely on smugglers, it has also increased the cost of hiring a coyote. 

Between 1990 and 2002 coyote costs rose 400 percent. Fees for assist-

ing a border crossing currently range from $2,000 to $4,500 depend-

ing on the method and place of crossing.19 The money needed to 

make these trips—which often comes from contacts in the United 

States—is also less available now than in previous years as a result of 

the economic downturn.20 

As a result, fewer aspiring migrants are able to make the necessary 

plans to cross the border.21

Reduced incentives to migrate

Finally, rates of clandestine migration are tightly linked to U.S. labor 

force demand. The Great Recession significantly reduced the demand 

for immigrant labor.22 Between late 2007 and late 2008, unemploy-

ment among foreign-born Hispanic immigrants in the United States 

increased from 5.1 percent to 8 percent.23 And during much of the 

Great Recession, unemployment rates in the Latino community were 

higher than the national level by three or more percentage points.24

News of these job losses traveled swiftly across the border. By early 

2009 potential migrants in the Mexican state of Yucatan were pro-

foundly pessimistic about the labor market in the United States. They 

described it as worse than the previous year.25 Learning that migrants 

in the United States were losing jobs caused many aspiring migrants 

to postpone their migration to the United States.26
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Family ties

As more migrants decide to stay in the United States—close to two-thirds of all 
undocumented immigrants have lived in the United States for 10 years or longer, 
according to recent estimates—they set down roots in the communities where 
they live,27 establishing the first factor keeping migrants in the United States: the 
presence of family ties. 

One explanation for the increase in settlement is the decline in circular migration 
mentioned in the previous section. Male migrants who cannot regularly return 
to their home communities to see their families miss them, and so they arrange 
the families’ clandestine migration to the United States.29 Migrant families report 
feeling that it is better to be together even without status than be separated for an 
indefinite amount of time. 

Family settlement also alters how undocumented migrants integrate into their com-
munities. Families with children need access to services such as education.30 Learning 
how to navigate these systems requires interacting with community members and 
service providers, and this generates relationships and a feeling of belonging.31 

Migrants who live with their families are consequently deeply and broadly rooted 
in their communities in the United States. And the longer their children are 
enrolled in U.S. schools, the less likely they are to leave the United States.32 

Many undocumented immigrant households contain children and 

immigrants who have lived in the United States for at least a decade. 

Roughly 45 percent of unauthorized immigrants live in households that 

consist of couples with children. This rate is far higher than native-born 

households (21 percent) or even legal immigrants (34 percent). 

Close to two-thirds—63 percent—of all unauthorized immigrants 

have lived in the United States for 10 years or longer.

At least 9 million people live in mixed-status families, with at least 

one unauthorized adult and at least one citizen child. 

This figure represents 54 percent of the 16.6 million people in families 

with at least one unauthorized immigrant.28

Sources: Paul Taylor, Mark Hugo Lopez, Jeffrey Passel, and Seth Motel, “Unauthorized Immigrants: Length of 
Residency, Patterns of Parenthood” (Washington: Pew Hispanic Center, 2011) and Jeffrey S. Passel and Paul 
Taylor, “Unauthorized Immigrants and Their U.S.-Born Children” (Washington: Pew Hispanic Center, 2010).

Profile of an undocumented family
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In the end, increased border security has led to greater family settlement, which in 
turn has led to greater attachments to the United States and less reason to leave.

Risk of re-entry

Coupled with family ties in the United States, the second reason for immigrants 
remaining in the United States is the risk associated with re-entry after leaving. 

Undocumented migrants living in the United States know better than anyone the 
risks and costs of clandestine entry. Many recall their own trips in excruciating 
detail, and thousands bear the memory of watching friends or loved ones suc-
cumb to extreme temperatures or the physical hardships of the journey. They are 
also acutely aware of the high costs associated with illegal border crossings. 

The economic math of leaving the United States for a relatively short time simply 
does not add up for undocumented migrants. Not only would they lose their 
incomes while not working, they would also need to hire a people-smuggler and 
risk the arduous trip and the possibility of apprehension while trying to return to 
their homes in the United States. 

So they stay. 

In one Mexican migrant-sending community surveyed by the Mexican Migration 
Field Research Project at the Center for Comparative Immigration Studies at the 
University of California San Diego, the average amount of time migrants spent 
in the United States doubled between 1990 and 2010.33 This community, com-
prised of migrants from the town of Tlacuitapa, in the central-western Mexican 
state of Jalisco, is based in Oklahoma City and the San Francisco Bay Area. Men 
from Tlacuitapa began migrating to the United States a century ago, creating a 
strong binational network of families and neighbors on both sides of the U.S.-
Mexico border. Migrating to the United States for work was a way for people from 
Tlacuitapa to earn enough money to support their families, something that was 
increasingly difficult to do in the arid, jobless plains of the highlands of Jalisco. 

As immigration policy changed in the United States, the flow of migrants from 
Tlacuitapa to the United States increased, first through the Bracero Program, 
which brought temporary agricultural workers to the United States during and 
after World War II, and later under the auspices of the Immigration Reform and 

Undocumented 
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Control Act of 1986, which granted legal status to roughly 3 million people,34 
through which many migrants from Tlacuitapa were able to legalize their presence 
in the United States.35 Other people from Tlacuitapa, however, were not able to 
secure visas and green cards, but still sought economic opportunities afforded by 
migrating to California or Oklahoma. These undocumented migrants—as well 
as their documented counterparts—would typically spend several months a year 
working and saving money in the United States, go back to their hometown for a 
few months, and then return to the United States to work in construction, manu-
facturing, or agriculture.36

This cyclical migration, typical of many Mexican migrant communities, was 
wrenching for families, and—in the context of expanding efforts to secure the 
border—increasingly risky and expensive. As a consequence, migrants from 
Tlacuitapa living in Oklahoma City and California have opted to bring their fami-
lies to join them in the United States.37

The majority of migrants from Tlacuitapa who live in the United States live with 
both extended and nuclear family members: Survey data from 2010 show that 
people from Tlacuitapa who live in Oklahoma and California have, on average, 
nine close family members living in the United States with them.38 This pattern of 
family reunification and settlement decreases migrants’ urgency to return to their 
hometowns, and contributes to their long-term settlement in the United States.39

For migrants from Tlacuitapa and thousands of other communities in Mexico, 
over the last decade in particular, what were once circular migratory patterns—
linked to seasonal cycles in the U. S. agricultural industry and hometown planting 
and harvesting obligations—have become unidirectional: Migrants come to the 
United States and settle.40 

Decreased economic opportunities at home

The third reason that migrants are not returning to their home countries is the 
Great Recession. 

The Great Recession significantly and disproportionately hurt Hispanic and 
immigrant families in the United States.41 The Pew Hispanic Research Center 
reports that the median net worth of Hispanic households declined by two-thirds 
in only four years.42 In 2009 Hispanic families in the United States had a median 
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net worth of less than $7,000, while in 2005 the group’s median household worth 
exceeded $18,000. This precipitous drop is greater than the declines experienced 
by white or African American families. 

But migrants know that even if job opportunities in the United States have 
dwindled, the employment situation in their countries and communities of origin 
is much worse. Indeed, 90 percent of immigrants from Tlacuitapa who live in the 
United States characterized the state of the Mexican economy as bad in 2010, and 
a common Mexican refrain about the economic circumstances in the two coun-
tries notes that when the United States gets a cold, Mexico ends up with pneumo-
nia. Even as Mexico’s economy has improved in the past few years, it still lags far 
behind that of the United States. 43

Migrants in the United States are in constant contact with family members and 
friends in their hometowns. Immigrants from one community in Oaxaca, for exam-
ple, reported calling their families in Mexico an average of once a week, and many 
families had even more frequent communication with their relatives back home. 
News of local and national economic issues circulates through these binational 
networks. Simultaneously, immigrants hear frequent updates on the state of their 
countries’ economic well-being on Spanish-language news in the United States.44

These reports are generally dire. In the small towns where many Mexican migrants 
in the United States come from, the job situation is no better than when they left. 
Subsistence agriculture does not create enough food or profit to support a family, 
much less to provide children with the materials or money they need to excel in 
school.45 In Tlacuitapa, the profits hoped for by small-scale livestock farmers are 
greatly reduced by the rising cost of cattle feed and the low prices for the milk pro-
duced by dairy cows.46 In a migrant-sending town in Yucatan, prolonged drought 
makes it nearly impossible to grow corn or other crops. For residents of small 
towns in western Oaxaca, jobs simply do not exist.47

These challenges are the reasons why many migrants come to the United States in 
the first place. The need to find a job, earn a living, and support a family leads mil-
lions of Mexicans to migrate north, and these needs keep them firmly rooted in the 
U.S. towns and communities where they settle. Returning to Mexico means return-
ing to the same bleak economic outlook as before, but with the added knowledge of 
what salaries in the United States mean for a family’s upward mobility. 

Returning to 

Mexico means 

returning to 

the same bleak 

economic outlook 

as before.



11 Center for American Progress | Staying Put but Still in the Shadows

As one migrant in the San Francisco Bay Area explained, “I could go back, life is 
cheaper there and I have my house, but what am I going to do to earn money? You 
still have your bills every month, and there is no work.”48

Migrants such as the Iglesias family described in the text box below argue that 
it makes little economic sense to return to a place where few jobs exist or are 
likely to exist in the future. What jobs exist do not pay enough to support a fam-
ily. Consequently, many migrants decide that it is more prudent to wait out the 
recession in the United States because experience and history suggest that when 
the U.S. labor market picks up again, migrant labor will again be in high demand. 
Instead of returning home, therefore, undocumented families—like American 
families in general—are reducing their expenses and working hard to maximize 
their earnings. 

Yet unlike native-born American families, immigrants make these changes in the face 
of a sea of anti-immigrant state and local policies specifically aimed at making their 
lives so uncomfortable that they will leave the country. We next turn to the effects of 
these “self-deportation” policies on immigrant communities in the United States. 

Isabel and Rodrigo Iglesias came to the United States from a small 

town in the eastern part of the Mexican state of Guerrero in 1992.49 

They entered the United States without authorization, crossing 

the U.S.-Mexico border in the steep, mountainous area known as 

“the devil’s backbone,” east of San Diego.50 Rodrigo found regular 

employment as a gardener and handyman, and Isabel began clean-

ing houses. 

Work dried up for Rodrigo when the economy started to decline in 

2008. As money grew tighter they briefly considered returning to 

their hometown until the U.S. economy improved.51

But the prospect of having to cross the border again, coupled with the 

lack of work in their hometown, deterred them from returning to Mexi-

co. They decided that staying in the United States made more sense for 

their family even if doing so meant having to live on next to nothing.52

The Iglesias family
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Even as the flow of migration from Mexico has dropped off, the United States has 
witnessed an increasingly vocal debate over its broken immigration system. 

In some areas, local and state legislators argue that because the federal govern-
ment has not enacted a comprehensive reform of the nation’s immigration system, 
it is incumbent upon them to discourage undocumented immigrants from living 
or working in their communities. A patchwork of immigration policies has thus 
emerged in localities such as Hazelton, Pennsylvania, and Farmer’s Branch, Texas, 
and in states such as Arizona, Georgia, South Carolina, and Alabama.53

Statutes like these reflect lawmakers’ efforts to create “attrition through enforce-
ment:” to make life so unbearable for undocumented immigrants that they “self-
deport” back to their homelands. 

Some of these laws mandate that police and other municipal employees carry 
out their job responsibilities regardless of individuals’ immigration status. Others 
require police to check the immigration status of anyone they take into custody.54 
The most restrictive create penalties for providing assistance to undocumented 
migrants, including anyone who gives an unauthorized migrant a ride. Alabama 
has gone as far as to pass legislation requiring public schools to check the immi-
gration status of their students and students’ parents, though this provision was 
temporarily enjoined by the 11th Circuit Appeals Court.55 

Attrition through enforcement 
does not work
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It is important to note that one reason why policies of attrition through enforce-
ment fail to force undocumented migrants to leave is the sheer unenforceability 
of the legislation. The experiences of migrants in Oklahoma,58 Arizona,59 and 
California indicate that it is possible to get around state efforts to compel employ-
ers to use E-Verify or otherwise validate the legal status of their employees. 60

As a result of these laws, migrants generally follow one of two paths: 

1. They stay where they are and go deeper underground, either living in the 
shadows and avoiding encounters with government personnel, or continuing to 
work when anti-immigration laws prove ineffective or difficult to enforce.

2. They move away from areas with strict anti-immigration laws and resettle else-
where in the United States, typically in a neighboring city, county, or state. 

These paths deserve closer examination.

Migrants feel targeted but remain where they are

The Mexican Migration Field Research Project’s work with Mexican immigrants 
in Oklahoma shows that many undocumented immigrants choose to remain in 
their U.S. communities even after anti-immigrant legislation is passed.

State-level anti-immigrant laws do accomplish one of their intended 

objectives: making immigrant communities feel targeted by local 

lawmakers and law enforcement officials. But this toxic objective 

comes with a steep price.

Farmer’s Branch, Texas, for example, will need around $5 million in 

legal fees to defend its ordinances, while Arizona’s S.B. 1070 cost the 

state approximately $141 million in conference cancellations and lost 

tourist revenue.56 

Officials from Prince William County, Virginia estimated that the 

county spent $1.3 million to start its anti-illegal immigrant initiative, 

and was spending more than $700,000 every year to continue it de-

spite the fact that undocumented immigrants accounted for only 2.2 

percent of everyone arrested in Prince William County in 2009.57

State laws are costly and deliver collateral damage
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The Oklahoma case study

Migrants have adopted a strategy of staying put and trying to stay out of sight in juris-
dictions that have passed anti-immigrant legislation. This was the reaction of Mexican 
immigrants in Oklahoma, for example, after the state passed laws in 2007 and 2009 
designed to make life increasingly difficult for undocumented migrants.61 

The Chavez family, described in the text box on p. 18, typifies the response of 
Oklahoma’s undocumented community. As long as they are able to continue 
working, the family intends to remain in Oklahoma—even if state lawmakers want 
them gone and even if they have to live in constant fear of coming into contact 
with law enforcement officials.

The combined effect of the 2007 and 2009 resolutions was to create a distinctly 
anti-migrant environment—a fact that the immigrant communities in Oklahoma 
City readily understood.62 Indeed, documented and undocumented Mexican 
immigrants in Oklahoma report feeling targeted by state legislators’ efforts to 
restrict employment and services for unauthorized migrants.63

Word of these new policies spread fast within the tight-knit community of 
migrants from Tlacuitapa who live in Oklahoma City. Family members and neigh-
bors discussed the new laws at church, work, and informal or celebratory gather-
ings. News of the laws even circulated in Tlacuitapa itself, as documented migrants 
arrived in their hometown for the annual town festival in January 2010. 

It was in the context of this annual gathering that researchers from the Mexican 
Migration Field Research Project began collecting data on migrants and nonmi-
grants from Tlacuitapa. Close to three dozen researchers from Mexico and the 
United States interviewed hundreds of people in Tlacuitapa and the communities 
in the United States where migrants from the town settle, including Oklahoma City. 
The researchers analyzed data from these interviews to see how changes in border 
enforcement policy and changing economic circumstances were affecting migra-
tion and settlement patterns for people from Tlacuitapa. Chief among the topics 
included in the project was the effect of Oklahoma’s anti-immigrant policies on the 
quality of life for immigrants from Tlacuitapa living in and around Oklahoma City.

As the community celebrated the beginning of a new year, the researchers asked 
whether migrants from Tlacuitapa living in Oklahoma were deciding that the 
state’s increasingly restrictive policies were complicating life so much that it would 



15 Center for American Progress | Staying Put but Still in the Shadows

be better to give up the low cost of living and relatively plentiful work in order to 
live somewhere more welcoming to immigrants.

Life was certainly not easy for them after the laws were passed. Although migrants 
from Tlacuitapa in Oklahoma City were not subject to the daily humiliation or 
fear caused by police roadblocks and checkpoints (an anti-immigrant technique 
routinely used in communities like Escondido, California and Phoenix, Arizona,64) 
they were nevertheless nervous about their interactions with law enforcement 
officials. One man from Tlacuitapa described his unease by saying that the new 
policies would make him unlikely to report a crime to the police: “[I] don’t have the 
trust necessary to talk to them…[I’m] afraid that they’re going to come after [me], 
because if [I] report a crime, they’ll end up arresting [me] because [I’m] illegal.”65

Another migrant from Tlacuitapa explained that Oklahoma’s politicians wanted 
to “make it difficult for a Mexican migrant [to live] here in Oklahoma.”66 This 
interpretation is not too far off the mark: Even though Oklahoma’s laws do not 
explicitly target Mexicans, they are clearly aimed at making life exceedingly intol-
erable for undocumented migrants.67 

Yet evidence from the MMFRP survey of Mexican immigrants in Oklahoma in 
2010 suggests that the state’s efforts to dislodge its undocumented population 
through legislative action have not worked. In fact, the number of migrants from 
Tlacuitapa who live in Oklahoma actually increased in the three years after H.B. 
1804, one of the state’s most specifically anti-migrant laws, was passed.68

Like the Chavezes, many migrants are choosing to stay in Oklahoma and other 
locales with anti-immigration legislation. But they are attempting to stay as far 
away from contact with government officials as possible.69 

As in Arizona, Oklahoma’s “attrition through enforcement” policies included 
stringent workplace verification policies. Use of E-Verify, a federal program that 
validates employees’ authorization to work legally in the United States, was man-
dated for all state contractors.70 Oklahoma House Bill 1804 prohibited all employ-
ers from hiring undocumented workers or retaining undocumented workers while 
firing documented employees.71 

These policies are difficult or impossible to enforce, however. Employers’ access to 
and use of E-Verify is limited and the results can be inaccurate.72 At the same time, 
the number of law enforcement officials tasked with implementing employment-

One man from 

Tlacuitapa 

described his 

unease by saying 

that the new 

policies would 

make him unlikely 

to report a crime to 

the police.
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related aspects of the state anti-immigrant legislation is insufficient to adequately 
or universally enforce the policies.

Moreover, there are financial incentives, and in some cases social pressures, to 
retain undocumented employees. For instance, a prosperous Mexican entrepre-
neur in Oklahoma City continues to employ undocumented workers from his 
hometown, and dismisses the state laws as essentially irrelevant to his hiring prac-
tices: In his words, “I’ll be honest. Things haven’t changed much on my part.”73

Indeed, few migrants from Oklahoma City indicated that the state laws had affected 
their employment. Their unease about the new legislation stemmed much more from 
the risk of being pulled over while driving than from the chance of a workplace raid. 74

Given the structural challenges of enforcing Oklahoma’s laws aimed at reducing 
employment opportunities for undocumented immigrants, it is unsurprising that 
no undocumented immigrants interviewed in 2010 had lost their jobs or been 
denied employment because of the new state legislation. As a result, the exodus 
sought by state legislators did not materialize.75

A similar situation appears to be occurring in Arizona. Reports indicate that 
over 80 percent of undocumented migrants remained in Arizona following the 
2007 passage of strict E-Verify requirements for businesses operating in the state. 
The Public Policy Institute of California estimates that many of those caught by 
E-Verify simply moved off the books and into the cash economy.76 

Migrants feel targeted and resettle elsewhere in the United States

Just as Oklahoma City provides an example in which enough time has elapsed 
to see the results of an anti-immigrant bill, Prince William County, Virginia, or 
PWC—located just 30 miles outside of Washington, D.C.—provides another 
clear example of resettlement patterns under anti-immigrant legislation. 

PWC passed a stringent anti-migrant law in 2007 in response to a growing 
Hispanic immigrant community.77 Under the ordinance, PWC law enforcement 
officials were required to check the immigration status of individuals stopped for 
traffic violations or detained for any reason if there was “probable cause” to believe 
that the person is in the United States without authorization.78 
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The legislation also sought to prevent county services from being made available to 
unauthorized migrants. Even though undocumented migrants comprised only a small 
proportion of users of these services and certain public services such as education 
and emergency health care could not be denied on the basis of immigration status, 
the sentiment was clear: Unauthorized immigrants were not welcome in the county. 

How did the undocumented population in PWC react? 

According to multiple reports, many in the county’s sizeable Latino and immi-
grant community left the jurisdiction for more hospitable counties in Virginia and 
Maryland. This change was felt by the community in multiple ways—sales dropped 
at local Hispanic businesses, for example, and school officials saw a drop in English 
language enrollments. Meanwhile, neighboring public schools in Fairfax, Arlington, 
and Alexandria all saw upticks in their enrollment of Hispanic students.79 The exodus 
included not only unauthorized immigrants, but also many Latinos with legal status, 
who left either because they lived in mixed-status families or because they felt targeted 
simply because of the color of their skin.80 But there is no indication that the Prince 
William legislation persuaded undocumented migrants to leave the United States.81

After Arizona passed S.B. 1070 in 2010, several other states followed suit, including 
Georgia and Alabama. The legislation passed by these states—all of which are the 
“new destinations” for Hispanic migrant communities—includes stringent controls 
on undocumented migrants’ access to public services, requires law enforcement 
to check immigration status, and, in the case of Alabama, creates legal penalties for 
individuals who provide material assistance to unauthorized migrants.82

These initiatives heightened the sensation among migrants residing in the 
Southeast of being political targets. But they also contributed to the feeling of 
migrants across the country of being unwelcome. 

Shortly after the Alabama legislation was passed, a Spanish-language radio com-
mentator in California wryly warned his listeners to avoid Alabama, where the 
law now makes it “illegal to even drink water if you don’t have papers.” Indeed, 
with provisions in Alabama’s law that abrogate all contracts with undocumented 
immigrants, water utilities are already demanding proof of legal status to continue 
to receive water—a basic human right.83 

It is too early to tell how many immigrants will leave Georgia or Alabama because 
of their anti-immigration laws. But early reports suggest that unauthorized migrant 
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workers that generally move up the East Coast on a migration circuit are skipping 
those states for more hospitable locations.84 

And as in Prince William County, some immigrants in Alabama have left the state 
for neighboring ones such as Florida and Tennessee. Still, there is little evidence 
that the migrants are returning back to Mexico.85 Official statistics from the 
Mexican government make it clear that whether from Arizona, Georgia, Alabama, 
or anywhere else, “The return of the Mexican population living outside of the 
country has not occurred on a massive scale.”86 

It is important to note that even when immigrants do leave a state or locality, the lack of 
available workers leaves a significant economic burden. The dearth of migrant labor-
ers in Georgia, for example, is estimated to cost the state between $300 million and $1 
billion in 2011 alone. One analysis out of the University of Alabama projects losses to 
the state’s economy of up to $10.8 billion from the law, while many farmers report that 
their workforce has dwindled since H.B. 56 went into effect.87 

Nevertheless, the experiences of PWC, Arizona, and Alabama suggest that even if 
these migrants leave an individual state, they are unlikely to return to their coun-
tries of origin for many of the reasons detailed in this report, including the poor 
home economies and family ties in this country. 

The members of the Chavez family—a husband in his 40s and his 

common-law wife in her late 30s—are undocumented immigrants 

who live in Oklahoma City. The Oklahoma state legislature passed 

bills in 2007 and 2009 aimed at making life as difficult as possible for 

undocumented immigrants such as the Chavezes.88

In early 2010 the Chavezes thought about joining their relatives in 

California’s Bay Area, where the political environment is much less 

hostile for undocumented migrants. But work was scarce in California 

and plentiful in Oklahoma. 

Even though politicians were vehement about making it impossible 

for unauthorized migrants to work in Oklahoma, no one the Chavezes 

knew had been laid off. So they cautiously decided to remain in 

Oklahoma, though they try very hard to avoid all interactions with 

law enforcement and public officials.89

The Chavez and previously mentioned Iglesias families, like millions 

of other undocumented migrants in the United States, have decided 

to remain in this country despite economic hardships and political 

efforts to get them to self-deport. As of mid-2010, an estimated 11.2 

million undocumented immigrants were living in the United States.90 

Like these families, most have resided in the United States for over a 

decade, and most live in family units.91

The Chavez family
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We need a more workable immigration policy

As this report has argued, current state efforts to drive out undocumented immi-
grants through harsh legislation are ineffective. Whether in Oklahoma, Arizona, 
Alabama, or anywhere in between, the data show that immigrants without status 
do not leave the country in the face of harsh legislation. At best, these laws push 
immigrants into neighboring counties or states, but with an unauthorized popula-
tion that is long settled, lives in families, and knows all too well the risks associ-
ated with re-entering the country—not to mention the lack of opportunities at 
home—the calculus is clear.

At worst, state and local anti-immigrant ordinances push immigrants further 
underground, harming community safety—as immigrants are less likely to call 
the police or report a crime—and community cohesion. They also cost significant 
amounts of money, both in terms of the costs to train law enforcement on the new 
provisions and to defend the law, as well as the cost in lost economic output from 
fewer workers and consumers. 

Only a federal solution will ensure that migrants are treated equitably across the 
United States. Instead of burdensome legislation, sensible policy solutions lie with 
the federal government and with Congress, which has the power to pass compre-
hensive immigration reform, bringing immigrants out of the shadows, rather than 
further criminalizing them. 

Congress should:

•	Establish smart enforcement policies and safeguards on both the border and in 
the workplace

•	Resolve the status of those illegally present in the United States 
•	Create legal channels of immigration that are flexible, serve the U.S. interest, and 

curtail illegal immigration

Recommendations and conclusion
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•	Protect U.S. workers from globalization’s destabilizing effects
•	Foster an inclusive American identity through integration programs 92

In December 2011 the Supreme Court agreed to review the legality of state anti-
immigrant laws in Arizona v. U.S., throwing into even greater focus the question of 
federal versus state immigration policy. If the court rules in favor of Arizona and 
its anti-immigration ordinance S.B. 1070, the stage will be set for a divided nation, 
where some states have welcoming immigration laws, and some have the oppo-
site. Different state and local policies create a “patchwork” of political contexts for 
undocumented migrants, and harm the cohesion of the nation. States must not be 
allowed to unfairly target migrants on their own terms.  
 
Regardless of how the court ultimately rules, though, we can be sure that unau-
thorized immigrants will simply not leave the country just because states decide 
to target them. The choice, then, is ultimately between costly and detrimental 
legislation that cannot possibly succeed, or real and durable solutions. A balanced 
approach will create a more equitable and cohesive American society and econ-
omy in the decades ahead.  

The choice, then, 

is ultimately 

between costly 

and detrimental 

legislation that 

cannot possibly 

succeed, or real 

and durable 

solutions.
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