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complexities and is considered to be so politically combustible that

most politicians are loath to address the issue unless circumstances
absolutely require them to act. In those instances when extant policies have
become so incongruent with prevailing national interests that public pressure
can no longer be ignored, the reform process has usually been preceded by
the formation by Congress of a national commission or congressional panel
to study the needs and to frame the appropriate policy responses before the
professional politicians will touch the subject. Indeed, one would be hard-
pressed to find another policy issue where the use of special commissions or
committees has been so frequently used to identify policy shortcomings and to
offer policy changes [Briggs, pp.81-2; 110-13; 178-9; and 253-7].

The immigration policy of the United States is steeped in legal
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Social security and welfare policies have sometimes relied on commissions
to serve the same buffer role because they are also complex and controversial
for politicians to address directly. But commissions were used to review
immigration policy long before these other two public policies ever existed.

Thus, when Congress and President George Herbert Walker Bush created the
U.S. Commission on Immigration Reform as a provision in the Immigration
Act of 1990, the move was not seen as an extraordinary event. Rather, it was
viewed as but a normal part of the evolutionary process by which immigration
policy is periodically reviewed and developed.

But when the Commission issued its final report on September 30, 1997,
its findings and recommendations were anything but routine [Commission
(1997)]. Indeed, the work of this Commission was exceptional with respect to
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the bipartisan nature of its efforts; the virtual unanimity of the panel over what reforms were needed; the
factual support it garnered to justify its findings; and the cogency and relevancy of its recommendations
for the accomplishment of real immigration reform. It is surprising, therefore, that with all of these positive
characteristics when it came to the next step — the implementation phase of the reform process — that
Congress and President Bill Clinton fumbled the ball. They ignored the signals given by the Commission
about the vital importance of the subject matter and purposely chose not to act on the Commission’s
major recommendations. Maintenance of the status quo, which is what the special interests wanted, was
allowed to prevail over serving the national interest as manifested by enacting the changes proffered by the
Commission. Immigration reform has languished in the years since that time. All of the problems identified
by the Commission were left unaddressed and have been allowed to fester. But the blueprint for real reform
is all there — just waiting for true political leadership or a coalition of dedicated citizens to pick it up and
follow the instructions.

A Bipartisan Commission Reaches
Conclusions that Were Virtually Unanimous

A key factor in assessing the significance of the work of the Commission on Immigration Reform is the
bipartisan nature of its membership. The Commission was composed of nine members — four members
chosen by the leadership of the House of Representatives (two chosen by Republican leaders and two by
Democratic leaders); four members were chosen by the leadership of the Senate (two by the Democratic
leaders and two by the Republican leaders); and the Chair chosen by the President of the United States.

None of the members of the Commission were elected officials at the time (although two members were
former members of the House of Representatives). Originally, President Bush had selected Cardinal
Bernard Law of Boston as Chair of the Commission. But after the presidential election of 1992 which saw
Bush defeated for re-election, President Clinton exercised his option to choose the Chair and he appointed
Barbara Jordan (a professor of public policy at the University of Texas at Austin at the time) to replace
Cardinal Law in late 1993. Jordan, a former member of Congress, served in that capacity until her untimely
death in January 1996 — the time span during which most of the Commission’s work was done. In memory
of her relentless efforts and influential leadership, the Commission’s final report was dedicated by her
colleagues to her public service. Shirley Hufstedler, an attorney from Los Angles, was chosen to wind-up
the Commission’s work and to issue the final report on September 30, 1997. Nevertheless, the Commission
is popularly referred to as being the Jordan Commission because of the efforts put forth by Chairwoman
Jordan as the public spokesperson for the Commission up to the time of her passing.

Notwithstanding the fact that the Commission’s membership was made up of five Democratic and four
Republican appointees, the startling fact is that after more than five years of intensive study of this
highly controversial policy matter, the Commission was unanimous in virtually all of its major policy
recommendations (the only exception was an 8-1 vote in favor of reducing the annual level of legal
immigration where the lone dissenting vote was cast by one of the Democratic appointees). Otherwise, this
politically diverse commission was in virtually complete agreement over what immigration reforms were
needed.

The Basis for the Commission’s Findings

To conduct its assessment of the state of the nation’s immigration policy, the Jordan Commission contracted
18 original research papers on selected topics; held 13 consultations and 15 roundtables with government
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