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I.	 Introduction
The United States has been in the midst of a fractious 
public debate on immigration reform and, in particular, 
over how to address its 11.1 million unauthorized resi-
dents.1 An open question remains whether the Obama 
administration and Congress should at some point 
pursue a “general” legalization bill that would cover a 
large percentage of US unauthorized residents; legisla-
tion that would extend eligibility to narrower, more 
defined groups; or a measure that would do both.2

This report provides an historical overview of US  
legalization programs, a primer on the statutory  
language used to describe them, and a discussion of  
the current debate over legalization.

A.  Defining Legalization

The report defines “legalization” as a process that allows 
US “unauthorized” or temporary residents to become 
lawful permanent residents (LPRs) and ultimately US 
citizens.4 This rough definition excludes three types of 
laws that could be viewed as “legalizations.” Were these 
laws to be counted as “legalization” programs, the dispar-
ity between the number of persons legalized through 
general and narrower programs would be even more 
pronounced.

First, the definition excludes laws that prospectively and 
permanently change the US system of legal immigration 
and that are of general (not population-specific)  
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Although the prospects for comprehensive 
immigration reform have faded, policymakers 
in Washington will eventually need to return 
their attention to reform of the US immigration 
system and the question of how to deal with 
the nation’s estimated 11.1 million unauthorized 
immigrants.

Legalization is a policy option that has been used 
with some regularity by governments in the 
United States, Europe, and elsewhere, as  
discussed in this Policy Brief and subsequent  
papers in this Migration Policy Institute (MPI) 
series on US legalization.

Notwithstanding the commonly held percep-
tion that the United States has enacted only one 
legalization program in its history — through 
the 1986 Immigration Reform and Control Act 
(IRCA) — these programs have been an enduring 
and necessary feature of US immigration law and 
policy since the nation’s first quota restrictions 
in the 1920s. With one exception, US legaliza-
tion programs have targeted discrete groups of 
unauthorized or temporary residents, through 
population-specific programs and through 
“registry” programs that cover very long-term 
unauthorized immigrants. 

The report shows that even since 1986, more 
immigrants have legalized through population-
specific and registry programs than through 
IRCA’s “general legalization” provisions, the only 
program of its kind in US history.3 The IRCA 
general legalization program (as distinguished 
from its three population-specific programs) 
granted legal status to 1.6 million unauthorized 
immigrants; in contrast, a conservative count 
finds that more than 2.1 million persons were  
legalized through the major population-specific 
and registry provisions since 1986, and a far 
higher number since the 1920s. (See Table 1 for 
a list of the largest legalization programs since 
1986; and the Appendix for a year-by-year listing 
of the major legalization programs.)
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Table 1. Persons Adjusting to Lawful Permanent Resident Status through General, 
Population-Specific, and Registry Legalization Programs, 1986 to 2009

Program General  
Legalization 

Population-Specific and 
Registry Legalization

Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) 
general legalization 1,596,912  

IRCA Special Agricultural Worker (SAW) 
program   1,093,065

IRCA late amnesty applicants 14,907  

Nicaraguan Adjustment and Central American 
Relief Act  (NACARA)   67,092

Haitian Refugee Immigration Fairness Act 
(HRIFA)   30,476

Cuban-Haitian entrants   37,698

Cancellation of removal   247,079

Former H-1 nurses (including  
accompanying child or spouse)   12,165

Select parolees   100,098

Select registry programs   72,439

Chinese Student Protection Act  
of October 9, 1992   53,088

Cuban adjustment program   405,787

Non-Cuban spouses or children of  
Cuban refugees   29,812

TOTAL 1,611,819 2,148,799
Source: US Department of Justice, Immigration and Naturalization Service, Statistical Yearbook of 
Immigration Statistics and Naturalization Service, (Washington, DC: US Government Printing Office, various 
years); US Department of Homeland Security (DHS), Yearbook of Immigration Statistics, (Washington, DC: DHS, 
Office of Immigration Statistics, various years).

application. Congress has frequently 
changed the rules governing whom it 
will admit as immigrants (i.e., LPRs). For 
example, in 1965, Congress eliminated 
discriminatory national origin quotas and 
prioritized family-based immigration.5 Un-
like legalization legislation, changes in legal 
admission categories can in theory remain 
in place into perpetuity, and are open to a 
broad cross-section of unauthorized, tem-
porary, and other immigrants.

Second, this report does not count consti-
tutional amendments and laws that have 
expanded membership in the polity by 
correcting discriminatory policies. The 
14th Amendment, for example, reversed 
the infamous Dred Scott decision, restored 
the English common law rule of birthright 
citizenship, and elevated it to a US consti-
tutional right. Congress intended that this 
right would apply to the children of immi-
grants.6 Because of its universal application 
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and prospective reach, the amendment is 
not a legalization law, though it has “legal-
ized” countless immigrant children.

Similarly, in 1943, the United States 
repealed the infamous Chinese exclu-
sion laws of the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries.7 Unlike legalization 
programs, US laws to enfranchise particu-
lar immigrant (and native) populations 
can best be seen as attempts to create 
(prospectively) nondiscriminatory laws, 
not to legalize discrete groups.

The third are measures that seek to im-
prove the efficiency of legal immigration 
procedures or to concentrate immigra-
tion enforcement resources on particular 
populations. These include administra-
tive policies that prioritize the removal 
of convicted criminals and egregious 
immigration violators over the removal 
of ordinary status violators. They also 
include legislation to extend the Immigra-
tion and Nationality Act (INA) Section 
245(i), which allows the beneficiaries of 
approved family-based immigration peti-
tions to adjust to LPR status in the United 
States8 rather than have to leave the coun-
try and face bars to their return.9 These 
types of measures have been character-
ized as “amnesties” in the public debate.10 
By this study’s conservative definition, 
legislative or administrative measures 
that may or may not improve immigration 
procedures and enforcement programs, 
but that do not extend LPR status to 
previously ineligible populations, do not 
qualify as legalization programs.  

B.  Taxonomy of US Legalization Programs

US legalization programs can be grouped 
into three overlapping categories:  

registry, population-specific, and general 
programs.11 The registry program covers 
persons who have resided continuously in 
the United States as of a set date of entry 
and who meet other eligibility criteria. 
Congress has advanced the registry entry 
date several times since the program’s 
inception in 1929. However, it has never 
passed legislation to advance the date 
automatically at regular intervals. As a 
result, this form of legalization is available 
to large numbers of unauthorized people 
in the years immediately after Congress 
updates the date, but to fewer and fewer 
persons thereafter. 

The second type of legalization program 
covers discrete populations of humani-
tarian, equitable, or economic interest. 
The United States has regularly offered 
LPR status to groups of asylum seekers, 
persons who have fled refugee-like condi-
tions, and others in need of protection. It 
has also opted to legalize select groups 
of workers. Registry beneficiaries might 
also be viewed as a discrete population 
of significant humanitarian interest (i.e., 
long-term unauthorized residents who 
have established strong equitable ties to 
the country). However, this report has 
opted to group them, as the law does, in a 
separate category.

The third type of program attempts to 
cover a large percentage of unauthorized 
persons who are present in the United 
States at a particular period of time. IRCA 
updated the registry date and extended 
legal status to two discrete populations: 
farm workers and Cuban-Haitian entrants. 
However, IRCA is best known for its gen-
eral legalization program, which covered 
persons who had continuously resided 
without authorization in the United States 
from January 1, 1982 to the date of the 
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bill’s enactment.12

II.	 The History of US  
Legalization Programs

A.  Registry Programs

The nation’s first legalization program 
fittingly came in response to anoma-
lies created by the nation’s first quota 
restrictions in the 1920s.13 In 1929, 
Congress passed legislation that allowed 
aliens to register with the government 
if they had arrived prior to June 3, 1921, 
had resided continuously in the United 
States since that time, had exhibited 
good moral character, and were not sub-
ject to deportation or ineligible for citi-
zenship.14 The bill applied to noncitizens 
without a record of admission: thus, it 
used the “registry” nomenclature. Suc-
cessful registrants were considered to 
have been lawfully admitted for perma-
nent residence as of their entry date.15 

Since 1929, Congress has updated the 
qualifying date for registration several 
times. In 1940, it updated the date to 
July 1, 1924.16 In 1958, it advanced the 
date to June 28, 1940.17 It also elimi-
nated the requirement that an applicant 
not be subject to deportation and thus 
made registry available to aliens who 
had entered the country illegally or who 
had violated the terms of their visas. 
In 1965, Congress updated the date to 
June 30, 1948.18 In 1986, IRCA advanced 
the registry date to January 1, 1972. 
Under current law, the United States 
can establish a “record of lawful admis-
sion” to LPR status for any alien who 

has continuously resided in the United 
States since January 1, 1972, has good 
moral character, would not be ineligible 
for citizenship, and is not inadmissible 
based on certain grounds or deportable 
for engaging in terrorist activities.19

Congress has considered, but has never 
passed, legislation that would auto-
matically advance the registry at regular 
intervals. Thus, large numbers of long-
term unauthorized persons apply for 
registry following updates in the entry 
date, but the numbers decline thereafter. 
Between 1929 and 1945, for example, an 
estimated 200,000 immigrants received 
“registry,” with the number of beneficia-
ries peaking in 1943 after Congress  
advanced the entry date in 1939.20 In the 
two years following IRCA, nearly 50,000 
persons adjusted to LPR status under 
the updated registry provision. 

B.  Population-Specific Legalization 
Programs

Congress has also frequently legalized 
groups for labor market, humanitarian, 
and equitable reasons. Some of these 
groups (like Cubans) have had strong 
political constituencies, and many have 
had individual legislative champions.21 
In the case of IRCA, two population- 
specific programs and an updated reg-
istry date were included in legislation 
better remembered for its sui generis 
general legalization program. 

By one count, since 1952 alone, Con-
gress has acted 16 times to extend LPR 
status to persons in temporary legal sta-
tus.22 Between 1946 and 2000, it passed 
several bills to legalize refugees and 
similar populations that it had “paroled” 
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into the country, including more than 
175,168 Indochinese following the fall 
of Saigon and 30,752 Hungarians follow-
ing the 1956 revolution.23 “Parole” is a 
temporary status that the Department of 
Homeland Security (DHS) can grant “on 
a case-by-case basis for urgent  
humanitarian reasons or significant 
public benefit.”24 

The nation’s largest population-specific 
program has been the Cuban Adjust-
ment Act of 1966 (CAA).25 Under the 
CAA, Cubans and their accompanying 
spouses and children who have been 
admitted or paroled can adjust to LPR 
status after one year. Between 1960 and 
2009, the United States granted LPR 
status to more than 1 million Cubans, 
mostly through the CAA.26 The Immi-
gration Nursing Relief Act of 1989 is an 
example of a smaller, population-specific 
program. The legislation allowed per-
sons working as registered nurses under 
temporary work (H-1) visas as of Sep-
tember 1, 1989 to adjust to LPR status.27 
To qualify, applicants needed to have 
been employed as registered nurses for 
at least three years, and their future em-
ployment needed to meet labor certifica-
tion requirements. 

Since 1940, the United States has al-
lowed certain unauthorized persons 
with equitable ties to the United States 
who are facing deportation or removal 
to seek LPR status.28 The legal stan-
dards for “suspension of deportation” 
(renamed “cancellation of removal” in 
1996) have changed several times, be-
coming more restrictive over the years. 
Among the shifting criteria for this relief 
have been good moral character, resi-
dence for a set period of time, and the 
hardship that would be caused to a US 
citizen or LPR family member (and, in 

early versions of the law, to the appli-
cant) by his or her deportation. 

Under current law, cancellation of re-
moval can be granted at the discretion 
of an immigration judge to an unauthor-
ized person who has been continuously 
physically present in the United States 
for at least ten years, has been a person 
of good moral character during that 
time, has not been convicted of certain 
offenses that make him or her inadmis-
sible or deportable, and can establish 
that removal would “result in excep-
tional and extremely unusual hardship” 
to his or her US citizen or LPR spouse, 
parent, or child.29 

In the 1990s — a decade otherwise 
characterized by immigration enforce-
ment legislation and significant increas-
es in enforcement spending — Congress 
passed several bills that extended LPR 
status to asylum seekers, persons receiv-
ing temporary protection, and others in 
refugee-like situations, including:

�	 Nationals from the former Soviet 
Union, Vietnam, Laos, and  
Cambodia who had been paroled 
into the United States (after being 
denied refugee status) in the late 
1980s and early 1990s.30

�	 Nationals of the People’s 
Republic of China (PRC) who had 
been allowed to remain temporar-
ily in the United States  
following the repression at  
Tiananmen Square.31 

�	 Nationals of Poland and Hungary, 
who had been paroled into the 
United States between November 
1, 1989 and December 31, 1991, 
after being denied refugee  
status.32
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�	 Certain Salvadoran, Guatemalan, 
and Soviet bloc asylum seekers 
from the 1980s and early 1990s.33

�	 Nicaraguan and Cuban nationals 
who had been continuously pres-
ent since December 1, 1995.34

�	 Haitian asylum seekers who were 
paroled into the United States 
from Guantánamo Naval Base in 
1991 and 1992, as well as certain 
unaccompanied Haitian minors.35

Two pending population-specific legal-
ization bills have received significant at-
tention and support in the immigration 
debate that has preoccupied Washing-
ton, DC periodically since the mid-
2000s. The Development, Relief, and 
Education for Alien Minors Act (known 
as the DREAM Act) would provide 
conditional LPR status to unauthorized 
persons who entered the United States 
prior to age 16, have been continuously 
present for at least five years, have been 
admitted to an institution of higher 
education or have earned a high school 
diploma or a General Education Devel-
opment diploma (GED), and have not 
reached age 35.36 In addition, applicants 
must be admissible and cannot be de-
portable on certain grounds.37 After six 
years in conditional status, applicants 
would be able to become LPRs (on a 
permanent basis) if they have: 

�	 obtained a degree from an 
institution of higher education, 
completed at least two years in a 
program for a bachelor’s degree 
(or higher), or honorably served 
at least two years in the US  
military; 

�	 demonstrated good moral 
character while in conditional 
status; and 

�	 not become inadmissible or de-
portable on specified grounds.38

A Migration Policy Institute (MPI) study 
in July 2010 concluded that 2.1 million 
US residents met the barebones, noned-
ucational requirements for conditional 
LPR status (i.e., age at arrival, continu-
ous presence, and age at the bill’s enact-
ment).39 However, the study estimated 
that only 825,000 of the 2.1 million 
would likely meet the educational and 
other requirements for permanent  
(unconditional) LPR status.40

The Agricultural Job Opportunities, 
Benefits, and Security Act of 2009 
(“AgJobs”) would allow certain un-
authorized farm workers and guest 
workers — and their spouses and minor 
children — to obtain temporary legal 
status based on past work history and 
to obtain LPR status through prospec-
tive work.41 Under the legislation, an 
alien would be eligible for temporary 
legal status (a “blue card”) if he or she 
performed agricultural employment 
for at least 150 days or 863 hours over 
a 24-month period, or earned at least 
$7,500 from agricultural employment 
in the United States.42 In addition, he 
or she would be required to apply for 
this status during a set period of time, 
would need to be otherwise admissible, 
and could not have been convicted of 
certain crimes. Like the DREAM Act, 
AgJobs could potentially benefit large 
numbers of unauthorized immigrants: 
the bill would allow up to 1.35 million 
temporary “blue cards” to be issued 
over a five-year period.43

Under the bill, blue-card holders would 
be eligible to adjust to LPR status if 
they performed agricultural labor (for 
different minimum lengths of time) in 
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each of the three to five years begin-
ning on the date of the bill’s enactment, 
submitted a record or documentation of 
employment, applied within seven years 
of enactment, established that they 
had no federal tax liability, and paid a 
fine.44 LPR status could be denied based 
on fraud, willful misrepresentations, 
commission of acts that made the alien 
inadmissible, and convictions for other 
offenses.45 

C.  The Immigration Reform and  
Control Act of 1986

IRCA advanced the registry entry date 
from June 30, 1948 to January 1, 1972. 
It also legalized two discrete popula-
tions. The Special Agricultural Worker 
(SAW) program provided temporary 
status to persons who resided in the 
United States, performed seasonal 
agricultural work for at least 90 days 
during a 12-month period in 1985-86, 
and could establish their admissibility.46 
“Group 1” temporary residents — those 
who performed seasonal agricultural 
work for at least 90 days during each of 
three one-year periods in 1984, 1985, 
and 1986 — could adjust to LPR status 
beginning one year after the end of the 
SAW program. “Group 2” applicants — 
those who met the one-year but not the 
three-year work requirements — had to 
wait an additional year to receive LPR 
status. 

For temporary residents who had not 
committed offenses making them de-
portable, the SAW “adjustment” process 
consisted of appearing at a legalization 
office, being photographed and finger-
printed, and receiving a green card.47 
Nearly 1.1 million persons received 

LPR status under SAW, including nearly 
60,000 Group 1 applicants and more 
than 1 million Group 2 applicants.48

IRCA’s second population-specific  
program covered nationals of Cuba 
and Haiti who had been designated as 
“Cuban-Haitian entrants,” or who had 
entered prior to January 1, 1982, whose 
entry had been recorded by the US Im-
migration and Naturalization Service 
(INS), and who had not been admitted 
as nonimmigrants (temporary immi-
grants).49 Applicants also had to meet 
continuous residence and other require-
ments.50

Cuban-Haitian entrant status had been 
granted to Cubans who entered illegally 
or who were paroled into the United 
States between April 15, 1980 and Oc-
tober 10, 1980 (i.e. the roughly 125,000 
Cubans, known as Marielitos, whom 
Castro allowed to leave Cuba for South 
Florida during this period) and to Hai-
tians who entered illegally or who were 
paroled into the country prior to Janu-
ary 1, 1981. In 1984, the United States 
began to grant LPR status to Cuban 
entrants under the Cuban Adjustment 
Act of 1966. However, Haitian entrants 
were not allowed to adjust to LPR status. 
IRCA’s Cuban-Haitian entrant provisions 
sought to correct the disparate treat-
ment of these two groups by extending 
LPR status to Haitian entrants.51  

IRCA’s general legalization program 
provided temporary status to persons 
who had been unauthorized from before 
January 1, 1982 and who had been 
continuously present from the date of 
legislation’s enactment, with an excep-
tion for “brief, casual and innocent” ab-
sences.52 The act also required that the 
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applicant be admissible, not have been 
convicted of a felony or three or more 
misdemeanors, not have persecuted 
others, and have registered under the 
Military Selective Service Act.53 A person 
in lawful temporary status could adjust 
to LPR status if he or she had continu-
ously resided in the United States since 
receiving temporary status, was admis-
sible, and had not been convicted of a 
felony or three misdemeanors.54 Appli-
cants also needed to meet or be “sat-
isfactorily pursuing a course of study” 
to meet the requirements for English 
language proficiency and for knowledge 
and understanding of US history and 
government.55 Nearly 1.6 million per-
sons received LPR status under IRCA’s 
general legalization program.56

IRCA sought to reduce illegal immigra-
tion on a permanent basis by coupling a 
broad legalization program with in-
creased border enforcement and a new 
employment verification and employer 
sanctions regime designed to reduce the 
“magnet” (work) that drew people to the 
United States illegally. Prior to IRCA, it 
was not against the law to hire unau-
thorized workers. 

IRCA reduced the US unauthorized pop-
ulation to between 1.8 million and 3 mil-
lion persons.57 However, this population 
rose dramatically through the 1990s 
and the first half of the 2000s, peaking 
at 12 million in 2007.58 This growth can 
be attributed in part to the failure of US 
legal immigration policies — which IRCA 
left almost entirely intact — to meet US 
labor market needs during these years. 
It can also be attributed to inconsistent 
enforcement of the employer verifica-
tion laws and to flaws in the employer 
verification regime that make it difficult 

to detect when unauthorized workers 
present the legitimate documents of 
others.59 In addition, IRCA’s failure to 
provide derivative benefits to family 
members meant that IRCA beneficiaries 
had to wait to become LPRs and then 
petition for family members. This led 
to substantial backlogs in family-based 
immigration categories.60  As a result of 
these backlogs — which have shortened 
significantly in the last two years — mil-
lions of persons with approved petitions 
(i.e., who had established a qualifying 
relationship to a US citizen or LPR) 
languished for years in unauthorized 
status.61

III.	 Legalization Programs 
and the Current Debate 

As the 111th Congress comes to a close, 
IRCA’s legacy continues to bedevil the 
US immigration debate. Opponents of 
legalization argue against comprehen-
sive immigration reform based on IRCA’s 
failure to stem illegal immigration and 
to permanently reduce the unauthor-
ized population, as IRCA’s supporters 
had predicted it would. They argue 
that pending proposals would reprise 
the IRCA experience and result in large 
increases in legal and illegal migration. 
They maintain that stepped-up immigra-
tion enforcement programs will, in time, 
significantly reduce the unauthorized 
population through removals, attrition, 
and deterrence. 

This proposition is being tested. By vir-
tually every measure, immigration en-
forcement has substantially expanded in 
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recent years. In fiscal year 2010, DHS’s 
two immigration enforcement agencies, 
US Immigration and Customs Enforce-
ment (ICE) and US Customs and Bor-
der Protection (CBP), had a combined 
budget of $16 billion — three times 
more than the FY 2002 budget for INS, 
which included both enforcement and 
immigration benefit responsibilities.62 
The Border Patrol has long treated 
border apprehensions as its proxy for 
estimating illegal migration flows. In FY 
2009, apprehensions fell to their lowest 
level (556,032) since 1973.63 Employer 
audits to detect illegal employment 
have dramatically increased.64 Removals 
(deportations) and immigration-related 
criminal prosecutions have reached re-
cord highs.65 Federal and state partner-
ships to screen those arrested and im-
prisoned against immigration databases 
have increased. The Secure Communities 
program, which automatically screens 
arrested persons against criminal and 
immigration databases, now operates in 
658 jurisdictions and 32 states.66 States 
and localities have adopted immigration 
enforcement policies that parallel and, 
at times, usurp federal policies.67

Furthermore, the criterion for US  
citizenship has itself been questioned, 
with key Republican lawmakers calling 
for hearings on the issue of birthright 
citizenship, which has been a constitu-
tional right since the post-Civil War era. 
Nearly 100 members of the US House 
of Representatives have cosponsored 
legislation that would interpret the 14th 
Amendment’s birthright citizenship 
clause to exclude children whose par-
ents are unauthorized.68

Legalization proponents, including the 
Bush and Obama administrations, have 

not defended IRCA. Rather, they have 
taken pains to distinguish the kind of le-
galization that they support from IRCA’s 
general legalization provisions and sug-
gest that IRCA’s legislative and imple-
mentation failures will not be repeat-
ed.69 They argue that pending proposals 
do not offer an “amnesty” or “reward” 
illegal behavior, but allow unauthorized 
persons to earn legal status over many 
years based on employment, good moral 
character, payment of a fine, learning 
English, and other requirements. 

IV.	 Conclusion 

It will be difficult to convince the public 
of the need for a broad earned legaliza-
tion program close on the heels of an 
economic crisis that has cost millions 
of US jobs and that promises a long and 
slow labor market recovery.   

The consensus view of IRCA’s flaws, 
which has been strongly associated with 
recent legalization proposals, com-
pounds the difficulty. At the same time, 
immigration enforcement cannot, by 
itself, effectively address the challenges 
posed by unauthorized immigrants. 
Even in the current economic climate, 
the US unauthorized population stands 
at more than 11 million and unauthor-
ized workers constitute more than 5 
percent of the US labor force.70 More 
than half of the unauthorized arrived  
before 2000.71 Unauthorized parents 
have 5.1 million US resident children, 
including 4 million US-citizen children.72 
The socioeconomic costs of deporting 
the unauthorized or otherwise forcing 
them to leave would be immense. As 
the 111th Congress ends, it has not yet 
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meaningfully engaged this issue. Law-
makers will ultimately need to do so.

This report does not argue for any par-
ticular approach to immigration reform. 
However, it demonstrates that Congress 
has consistently found it necessary to 
legalize discrete immigrant populations 
that have fallen outside the (permanent) 
legal immigration system. 

These laws have passed with powerful 
and relatively weak political constitu-
encies, with different levels of support 
from the executive branch and members 
of Congress, and with varying degrees of 
fanfare and controversy. Some have not 
been viewed as legalization measures at 
all. Legalization programs have targeted 
refugee-like groups, immigrant laborers, 
and persons with strong equitable ties 

and long tenure in the United States. If 
and when Congress seriously revisits 
this issue, it will need to weigh whether 
a general legalization bill, narrower 
legalization programs, or both should 
be pursued. While broad legislation may 
better serve the integration and public 
safety goals of a legalization program, it 
also makes it far more difficult for legal-
ization proponents to define the target 
population during public debate in a 
convincing and clear way. By contrast, 
opponents of legalization have achieved 
notable success in casting the potential 
beneficiaries of “earned legalization” as 
an undifferentiated group of lawbreak-
ers. In any event, programs targeting 
well-defined groups have led to the 
legalization of far more people in US 
history.
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Appendix
Table A-1. LPR Status Adjustments through General, Population-Specific, and Registry Legalization Programs by Year and Program, 1986 to 2009

Program 1986 1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 Total

General 
Legal-
ization 

Program

Population-
Specific and 

Registry 
Programs

Immigration Reform and 
Control Act (IRCA) General 
Legalization X X X 478,814 823,704 214,003 46,962 18,717 4,436 3,124 3,286 1,439 954 4 413 246 48 33 123 172 202 57 103 72 1,596,912 1,596,912

IRCA Special Agricultural 
Worker (SAW) program X X X X 56,668 909,159 116,380 5,561 1,586 1,143 1,349 1,109 2 4 8 17 7 6 5 11 15 22 13 D 1,093,065 1,093,065

IRCA late amnesty ap-
plicants X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X 112 2,161 3,088 3,150 3,888 1,160 689 659 14,907 14,907

Nicaraguan Adjustment and 
Central American Relief Act 
(NACARA) X X X X X X X X X X X X 1 11,219 20,364 18,663 9,307 2,498 2,292 1,155 661 340 296 296 67,092 67,092

Haitian Refugee Immigration 
Fairness Act (HRIFA) X X X X X X X X X X X X X D 435 10,064 5,345 1,406 2,451 2,820 3,375 2,448 1,580 552 30,476 30,476

Cuban-Haitian entrants X 4,634 29,002 2,816 710 213 99 62 47 42 29 10 2 2 2 6 10 D 4 8 D D D D 37,698 37,698

Cancellation of removal 413 2,441 3,772 3,384 889 782 1,013 1,468 2,220 3,168 5,812 4,628 4,000 8,901 12,154 22,188 23,642 28,990 32,702 20,785 29,516 14,927 11,128 8,156 247,079 247,079

Former H-1 nurses (includ-
ing accompanying child or 
spouse) X X X X 2,954 3,069 3,572 2,178 304 69 16 1 1 X 1 X X X X X X X X 12,165 12,165

Select Parolees 100,098 100,098

Parolees,  
Polish/Hungarian X X X X X X X X X X X 20 64 105 39 19 14 3 4 5 4 D 3 X 280

Parolees, Soviet/Indochi-
nese X X X X X 4,998 13,661 15,772 8,253 3,086 2,269 1,844 1,225 1,827 3,163 5,468 6,012 4,199 7,117 3,746 3,677 1,689 882 2,269 91,157

Parolees, Indochinese 3,406 3,964 888 D 287 116 8,661

Select registry programs 72,439 72,439

Entered before 7/1/1924 27 22 25 22 16 6 7 9 3 2 6 3 5 7 6 3 1 D D D D D D D 170

Entered 7/1/1924-
6/28/1940 21 71 5 8 2 1 4 X 1 1 X 1 2 1 1 3 1 X D X X X D D 123

Entered 6/29/1940-
1/1/1972 25 8,060 39,999 10,570 4,633 2,282 1,293 938 667 469 368 192 169 166 269 268 303 165 205 307 240 216 179 163 72,146

Chinese Student Protection 
Act of October 9, 1992 X X X X X X X 26,915 21,297 4,213 401 142 41 19 22 19 11 D D 8 D D D D 53,088 53,088

Cuban refugees 29,715 26,618 10,468 4,894 5,240 5,101 5,033 6,509 8,316 9,131 19,602 27,349 12,570 5,687 12,424 20,411 21,108 6,119 14,515 29,599 36,532 20,624 39,452 28,770 405,787 405,787

Non-Cuban spouses or chil-
dren of Cuban refugees 437 251 525 312 490 385 332 467 416 448 529 618 612 569 992 796 1,266 1,545 1,283 2,325 4,432 2,725 3,304 4,753 29,812 29,812

TOTAL 1,611,819 2,148,799

Notes: D = Data withheld to limit disclosure. Prior to IIRIRA, cancellation of removal was known as suspension of deportation.
Source: US Department of Justice, Immigration and Naturalization Service, Statistical Yearbook of Immigration Statistics and 
Naturalization Service, (Washington, DC: US Government Printing Office, various years); US Department of Homeland 
Security (DHS), Yearbook of Immigration Statistics, (Washington, DC: DHS, Office of Immigration Statistics, various years).
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