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H1-B and L-1 Visa Programs

The United States admits approximately 1 million immigrants into the United States each year.  Because our immigration policy is focused on reuniting families, the majority of these immigrants, around 64 percent, are family members of U.S. citizens and legal residents.  Another 10 percent are refugees fleeing troubled countries or asylees fleeing from persecution.  Approximately 17 percent of immigrants each year are admitted to fill particular jobs requiring special skills or other unique qualifications.  Only about 4 percent of immigrants, approximately 45,000 each year, are admitted through the lottery system that is open to most applicants from abroad.

Those immigrants with special knowledge or skills normally enter the country under the H-1B or L-1 visa programs.  These programs are receiving significant scrutiny at this time in light of the high unemployment rate in many high-tech and specialty sectors.  I am a cosponsor of the USA Jobs Protection Act, H.R. 2849, which would impose additional safeguards to ensure that U.S. workers are not displaced by H-1B and L-1 visa holders.  Although there are a number of areas in which H.R. 2849 may need to be improved to ensure that H-1B and L-1 visas are used appropriately, it represents a good start and serves as a focal point for highlighting the importance of these issues.  I am hopeful that the House Judiciary Committee will give this bill some attention in the near future.

In the current climate of high unemployment rates, we must make sure that new immigrants do not unduly exacerbate the situation by competing with domestic workers for scarce jobs.  At the same time, there is significant support in the United States for supporting the reunification of families, and for continuing to make the United States a haven for refugees and asylees.  There are certainly limits to the number of immigrants we can absorb, however, and an intense debate continues about what level of new immigration is most appropriate for our country today.
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