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About the Cornell Roosevelt Institute 
!e Roosevelt Institute at Cornell University is a stu-

dent-run policy institute that generates, advocates, and 
lobbies for progressive policy ideas and initiatives in 

local, university, state, and national government.  Mem-
bers write for our campus policy journals, complete ad-
vocacy and education projects in the local community, 
host research discussions with professors, write policy 
and political blogs, and organize campus political de-

bates and policy seminars. 
!e Roosevelt Institute at Cornell University is 

divided into six policy centers: 
Center for Economic Policy and Development 

Center for Foreign Policy and International Studies 
Center for Energy and Environmental Policy

Center for Education Policy and Development 
Center for Healthcare Policy
Center for Domestic Policy 

Interested in joining?  Contact Us! 
Email: cornellrooseveltinstitute@gmail.com

Website: http://rso.cornell.edu/rooseveltinstitute 
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Letter from the Director 
Dear Readers,

 We are proud to present to you the #$h installment 
of Looking Ahead: "e Cornell Roosevelt Policy Journal 
from the Center for Domestic Policy.  I have the unique 
pleasure of presenting policy proposals from an array of 
di"erent policy genres.
 Over the course of the semester, analysts had the op-
portunity to research and write a unique policy solution 
on a topic of their choice within the realm of Domestic 
Policy.  We hope that you enjoy reading these thoughful 
proposals as much as our analysts enjoyed writing them.  

Sincerely,

Emily Podmore 
Economics (A&S ‘15)
Director, Center for Domestic Policy 
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A Whole New Reason to Hate Credit Card Companies
Melissa Giangrande, Major: Industrial Labor Relations, ‘16, Email: mlg264@cornell.edu 

Raise awareness and introduce legislation to prevent credit card companies from marketing diversity and ethics 
while !nancially supporting and pro!ting from extremist groups.

Key Facts:
• One $250 donation to a terrorist group earns the credit compa-

ny a pro#t of approximately $7.50.
• Brooklyn democrat, Dov Hikind, already proposed similar 

legislation in 2009.  
• In Europe organizations that explicitly practice racism or dis-

crimination are illegal.
• Many have compared credit card companies’ support of such 

groups as akin to hate crimes because it supports the degrada-
tion of speci#c groups.

History:
 Check your pockets. !e major credit card companies that are widely used by Americans provide pay-
ment-processing services to organizations labeled as hate groups by human rights watchdog organizations. 
American Express, Visa, MasterCard, and Discover all brand themselves as socially aware, active community 
groups with prestigious diversity programs. Behind 
these strategic marketing campaigns, the companies’ 
merchant services divisions allow extremist and ter-
rorist groups to accept donations via electronic credit 
card payments. Aside from facilitating the growth of 
such organizations, the companies themselves pro#t 
o" supporting xenophobic, holocaust denying, Islam 
phobic, and homophobic groups by charging a 2 to 3 
percent for every transaction that occurs.1   
 One of the groups supported includes the 
Family Research Council, an extremist group that labels homosexuality as synonymous with pedophilia and lob-
bies against the Employment Non-Discrimination Act. Other groups supported are the International Conspir-
atological Association, a white supremacist group that denies the Holocaust.   By enabling these donations the 
credit-card giants are sending the message that they approve of the biased views and violent mission statements 
held by these organizations. !is message is broadcasted to millions of online retailers. For example, on the In-
ternational Conspiratological Association’s website the words “White Pride World Wide” appear directly beneath 
the credit card logo.
 Credit card companies’ actions have gone beyond the #rst amendment guarantees of free speech. !e 
companies are no longer just donating to these ugly groups and enabling free speech; rather they are coordinat-
ing patterns of social and economic isolation by connecting hate groups and donors. Freedom of speech cannot 
be clung to as a defense because unlike accepting cash donations, which is a #rst amendment right, collecting 
credit card donations is a privilege.2  !e companies must stop promoting diversity and inclusion or stop accept-
ing donations. Refusal to do so should be viewed as fraudulent and punishable by law. 

Analysis:
 How far is too far? Although hypocrisy in the business industry is not a new concept, it still deserves 
to be critically examined and resolved. Companies are marketing their internal cultural diversity programs as 
selling points to the public. Company CEOs are accepting recognition and awards for being leaders in promoting 
#nancial inclusion. Visa produces a rainbow-colored Pride Debit Card in which they announced “pride is some-
thing you live everyday and carry with you everywhere that you go,” yet they support organizations that attack 
gays. Boasting diversity and acceptance while simultaneously facilitating extremist group’s operation is fraudu-
lent. If all of these di"erent groups of customers were to take their business elsewhere, the companies would be 
forced to change their ways. 
 In addition to harming customers, pro#ting from donations made to hate groups betrays employees be-
cause many of the company’s employees identify with the labels attacked by the hate groups they process dona-
tions for. MasterCard and American Express markets themselves as one of the best institutions for gays, lesbians, 
and transgender people to work , yet they have business partnerships with anti-gay groups. Credit card compa-
nies need to end this discrepancy.
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Next Step:
 Consumers must induce action by exerting their own freedom of speech. If you are a cardholder, you 
should immediately call the customer service line of the appro-
priate credit company and assert your concern over the contra-
dictory message they have portrayed to minority customers and 
the rest of the country. Customers must continue to raise aware-
ness and pressure senior management in these #rms. A great 
place to start this is via online social media outlets. By doing so, 
customers may at least ensure that it is not easy for extremist 
groups to pro#t by simple mouse clicks. 
 On the legislative end Congress must #rst establish a task 
force under the jurisdiction of the existing House Subcommittee 
on Courts, Intellectual Property, and the Internet. !e task force 
would be charged with generating a list of credit card companies who currently facilitate unethical transactions 
as well as identify all of the extremist organizations they have partnerships with. !e next step may be one of 
two options. One option is to force companies to disclose this list to the public as well as directly inform all of 
their customers in writing of the existing partnerships, allowing consumers to take their business elsewhere with 
out any fees or penalties. Another option is for the task force to force the credit corporations to terminate their 
partnerships with the groups altogether and then continue to monitor future partnerships to ensure no new part-
nerships are formed with hate groups. If such partnerships were found, the companies would be subject to strict 
civil and criminal penalties.

Talking Points:
• Millions of Americans have no idea that they credit 

card companies they pay monthly are facilitating 
the growth of terrorist and extremist groups. 

• Not only are the credit card companies facilitating 
the transactions, they are pro#ting o" of them, all 
while marketing prestigious diversity and inclusion 
programs to minority customers. 

End Notes:

 1“Ethical, Not Just When It’s Easy” last modi#ed 11 October 2013. Jamie Chandler. http://www.nytimes.com/roomforde-
bate/2013/08/08/the-ethics-of-doing-business-with-hate-groups/credit-card-companies-should-cut-o"-hate-group-donations
 2“No Obligation to Support Extremists” last modi#ed 8 August 2013. Waheed Hussain. http://www.nytimes.com/roomforde-
bate/2013/08/08/the-ethics-of-doing-business-with-hate-groups/credit-card-companies-should-not-do-business-with-hate-groups
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21st Century Voting: Strides Toward Awareness and Access
David Melly, Major: Government, ‘15, Email: djm454@cornell.edu

State and local election boards should establish an online database of registered voters to better provide information 
and increase voter turnout in municipal and state elections.

Key Facts:
• Voter turnout is signi#cantly lower for state and local elections 

than it is for national elections. 
• Voter turnout is lower in the United States than in many other 

developed nations, and it has been on the decline for the past 50 
years.

• In most states, online voter registration and absentee balloting 
is not available. 

History:
 In November 2013, elections were held across the country for positions ranging from school board to 
U.S. Senator. !e one characteristic almost all of these elections all had in common was record-low turnout. De-
spite increased Get-Out-the-Vote e"orts and signif-
icant national attention for races such as the Vir-
ginia gubernatorial and the New York City mayoral, 
turnout for elections in an “o" year” has always been 
low and, this year, decreased. In New Jersey, where 
Chris Christie won in a landslide victory that many 
felt catapulted him to the top of the 2016 presidential 
candidate pool, less than 38 percent of voters went 
to the polls, a record that displaced the previous low, 
set only four years before, of 47%.1 37.6% would seem like a paltry showing, but it pales in comparison to the 
meager 24.5% that turned out for the special election for U.S. Senator three weeks before, the lowest turnout in 
any New Jersey state election in history.1

 New Jersey is far from atypical among the states that held elections this year. !e New York City mayoral 
election also set record low turnout of 24%, despite the apparent excitement over victor Bill de Blasio.2 !e low 
turnout may be re%ective of the expected landslide victory for de Blasio, but even in the hotly contested Virgina 
gubernatorial election, where Terry McAuli"e barely defeated his GOP rival Ken Cuccinelli by 2.5%, only 43% of 
eligible voters went to the polls.3 Similar results were also seen in other major mayoral elections such as Los An-
geles (23.3% turnout)4 and Boston (38% turnout).5 Even midterm elections, where half the Senate and the entire 
House are being contested, still have turnouts consistently 10 to 20 points below general elections.6 !e U.S. falls 
short when compared to other industrialized democratic countries, with voter turnout peaking in 1960 around 
63% and never touching the average numbers seen in countries where turnout regularly tops 70%6, like Canada, 
and 80% in France.7 One particularly concerning trend is that turnout numbers have been declining across the 
board, regardless of contest but particularly in smaller elections. !e aforementioned Virginia election, despite 
being close and well publicized, was down a staggering twenty-three points from turnout numbers in 1989.8

Analysis:
 No matter how the numbers are broken down, voter turnout is a persistent and increasing problem in 
the United States. !e simple and sad truth is that a country that prides itself on its democratic roots is home to 
an alarming number of citizens who do not e"ectively exercise their most important civic duty. !e problem has 
gotten worse, not better, since the advent of the Internet and the increased ease of information dissemination, 
which indicates that either people are not aware of the resources at their disposal or the responsible parties in 
government are not e"ectively using the tools at their disposal to get out the vote.
 One important step that has been made in the last decade is the practice of online voter registration. !e 
e"ort required to physically acquire a voter registration form, #ll it out, and mail it in is one of the signi#cant 
barriers to voting, and many states have recognized this reality and adapted to the times. !irteen states now 
have online voter registration as an option, and another six have passed similar legislation that has not yet been 
implemented.8 Louisiana is one state that has shown a measurable improvement in turnout since implementing 
online registration. In 2008, the state was below the national average turnout by 0.4%, and a$er implementing 
online registration in 2010, the state was above the national average by 2.2% in 2012, despite declining national 
turnout from 2008 to 2012.9 In spite of the alarming downward trend in turnout overall, there is some hope for 
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Next Steps:
 Increased use of technology to promote democratic engagement has shown promise so far, but there is 
still signi#cant work to be done. Many states have “where 
do I vote” websites, showing polling locations and hours, 
but the burden is still on the voter to reach out to #nd in-
formation. Information about absentee balloting, particu-
larly important to college-age students studying away from 
home, can be di&cult to #nd and, in most states, must be 
requested in writing. States should make a concerted e"ort 
to use the power of the Internet to reach out to voters, spe-
ci#cally by creating a database of e-mail addresses that can 
be provided with voter registration information through 
which election boards can contact voters directly with 
voting dates and locations, information about contested of-
#ces, and absentee balloting. Local and state governments o$en have the most signi#cant impacts on its citizens, 
but they receive the least attention from both the media and the populace. To better integrate democracy into 
everyday life, we need to better connect the citizen with the mechanisms by which he or she can make his voice 
heard.

Talking Points:
• State electoral boards should take a more activist approach 

in engaging voters at all levels of government, particularly 
those elections where turnout is lowest.

• !e Internet technology available today has begun to be 
utilized in some states for voter registration and turnout, 
but there is still a lot of work to be done in getting aware-
ness and interest up for state and local elections.

• !e best measure of a democracy is how well-connected 
its citizens are to its government, and the most important 
tool in the democratic process is the power to vote.

• We should make every e"ort to turn out as many people as 
possible at every election, not just the quadrennial presi-

Endnotes:
1 Sta". “Christie-Buono Race Draws Record Low Turnout for N.J. Governor’s Election.”NJ.com. !e Star-Ledger, 7 Nov. 2013. Web.
2 Roberts, Sam. “New York: Voter Turnout Appears to Be Record Low.” New York Times. N.p., 6 Nov. 2013. Web.
3 Packer, George. “Mixed Results.” !e New Yorker. N.p., 18 Nov. 2013. Web.
4 Welsh, Ben. “L.A. Mayoral Runo" Another Low Mark in Voter Turnout: 23.3%.” Los Angeles Times. Los Angeles Times, 11 June 2013. 
Web.
5 Twomey, Karen. “Menino Surprised By Voter Turnout, Will Support Walsh.” CBS Local. N.p., 6 Nov. 2013. Web.
6 “Voter Turnout.” FairVote. !e Center for Voting and Democracy, 2012. Web.
7 “Voter Turnout Data for France (Parliamentary, Presidential, EU Parliament).”International IDEA. Institute for Democracy and Elec-
toral Assistance, Oct. 2011. Web.
8 “Online Voter Registration.” National Conference of State Legislatures. N.p., 14 Nov. 2013. Web.
9 McDonald, Michael. “2012 General Election Turnout Rates.” United States Elections Project. George Mason University, 22 July 2013. 
Web.

the possibility of increasing awareness and participation through new technology and active civic engagement.
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!e Congressional Review Act: A Blunt Check on Administrative Action
Lucy Arnold, Major: Government and English, ’14, Email: lfa26@cornell.edu

Amend the Congressional Review Act to include provisions for rule revisions instead of solely rule nulli!cations.

Key Facts:
• !e Congressional Review Act allows Congress to nullify a rule 

or regulation made by the executive branch
• A similar legislative tool was declared unconstitutional by the 

Supreme Court
• Many of Obama’s rules, that further his policy agenda, have 

been attached by Congressional Republicans via the CRA

History:
 Signed into law by President Clinton in March 1996, Subtitle E of the Small Business Regulatory En-
forcement Fairness Act became known as the Congressional Review Act, and enjoyed bipartisan support in 
Congress.  !e CRA can trace its roots back to INS v. 
Chadha, a 1983 Supreme Court decision that declared 
the legislative veto unconstitutional by violating the 
separation of powers.  !e legislative veto was seen 
as a way for Congress to keep “the unelected bureau-
cracy politically unaccountable.”1   It was most o$en 
used in the form of a statute within an enacted law 
that would allow a Congressional resolution to nulli-
fy a rule proposed by an executive agency during the regulatory process. !e CRA was enacted as a method to 
support Congressional oversight of rules issued by regulatory agencies; since executive branch agencies enjoy 
vast rulemaking abilities (o$en newly enacted legislation does not provide detailed implementation or eligibility 
speci#cations, leaving it up to regulators), the President and his cabinet do have the ability to issue rules that are 
in line with their policy agenda, even if the rules may con%ict with the intent of the legislation.  !e Congressio-
nal Review Act requires that both chambers of Congress pass a resolution of disapproval on a proposed rule and 
present it to the President, and like other legislation, it requires a 2/3 majority to overturn a veto.
 !e Obama administration, faced with unprecedented levels of political polarization and a hostile Con-
gress that is unlikely (and in some ways, unable) to pass the President’s favored legislation, has used agency 
rulemaking powers to further some of his policy goals.  !ese actions have not gone unnoticed by his oppo-
nents, however, and several Republican lawmakers have invoked the Congressional Review Act and attempted 
to block several rules from taking e"ect.  In June 2010, the National Mediation Board enacted a change to labor 
election rules that would make it easier for railroad and airline employees to unionize.2   Senator Johnny Isakson 
(R-GA) introduced Senate Joint Resolution 30, which would nullify the new rule.3   In July 2012, the Department 
of Health and Human Services issued a memo declaring that the Secretary would accept applications from states 
that would like to have state work requirements under TANF (Temporary Assistance for Needy Families) waived 
in order to try new methods of moving welfare recipients from the rolls to permanent employment.4  In March, 
Rep. Dave Camp (R-MI) introduced H.R. 890, which would prohibit the Secretary from waiving any work re-
quirements under TANF.5   

Analysis:
 !ough these bills are unlikely to pass the Democrat-controlled Senate, these recent invocations of the 
Congressional Review Act have prompted several criticisms of this method for limiting executive branch author-
ity.  A major criticism surfaced this summer, when the Environmental Protection Agency announced contro-
versial new rules that would curb carbon emissions from operating power plants.6  Republican lawmakers have 
considered using the CRA to block these rules, but this is a “blunt instrument” or “nuclear option” because the 
CRA only nulli#es rules; there is no mechanism to modify the rules (in this case, reduce carbon emissions by a 
smaller amount than originally proposed).  !e frequent use of the CRA forces Congressional leaders to decide 
between a complete nulli#cation and the acceptance of the rule, rather than a middle ground that would allow 
lawmakers to propose compromises. !is false choice endangers many necessary regulations simply because 
some lawmakers may disagree with the degree of the regulatory restriction, rather than the entire intent of the 
regulation.  !e Congressional Review Act should be modi#ed to include a provision that would allow the revi-
sion of agency rules, rather than forcing a choice between nulli#cation and acceptance.
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Next Steps:
In order to revise the CRA, a lawmaker must introduce a bill to amend it.  !is is unlikely to occur any time in 
the near future; since an open Presidential election is only a few years away, it is di&cult to predict which party 
will be in power.  !e party not in power will likely want 
to use the Congressional Review Act, in current form, so 
that they have the ability to check executive power.  In an 
era of increasing partisan polarization, amending the CRA 
to include a provision for revision, essentially a provision 
that encourages compromise, will not be seen as a very 
appealing alternative.  !e most likely catalyst for action 
on the CRA would be successful passage of a resolution of 
disapproval that results in the nulli#cation of a rule.  !is would draw public attention to the CRA and the party 
in favor of the nulli#ed rule may be provoked to take action.  !e current party division between the chambers of 
Congress and the executive branch means it is unlikely that a resolution of disapproval would pass in each cham-
ber with enough votes to override a Presidential veto.  But as the 2014 midterm and 2016 Presidential elections 
approach, the power dynamics will be in %ux and the opportunity to reform the Congressional Review Act may 
present itself.

Talking Points:
• !e CRA endangers regulations because the choice is 

between “toss it” or “keep it,” rather than “revise it.”
• Many rules and regulations are vital for the implemen-

tation of laws and programs, so eliminating them can be 
dangerous

• As the balance of power in Washington shi$s, the CRA 
could have much more strength if it is not reformed

Endnotes:
1“!e Mysteries of the Congressional Review Act.” Harvard Law Review 112 (2009). http://harvardlawreview.org/media/pdf/vol_122_
the_mysteries.pdf (accessed November 10, 2013).
2Osorio, Ivan. “Welcome Back, Congressional Review Act.” !e American Spectator, September 23, 2010. http://spectator.org/arti-
cles/38877/welcome-back-congressional-review-act (accessed November 10, 2013).
 3Isakson, Johnny. “S.J.Res. 30 (111th).” GovTrack.us. https://www.govtrack.us/congress/bills/111/sjres30 (accessed November 10, 2013).
4Sheldon, George. “TANF-ACF-IM-2012-03 (Guidance concerning waiver and expenditure authority under Section 1115).” O&ce of 
Family Assistance. http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/ofa/resource/policy/im-ofa/2012/im201203/im201203 (accessed November 9, 
2013).
5“H.R. 890: Preserving Work Requirements for Welfare Programs Act of 2013.” GOP.gov. http://www.gop.gov/bill/113/1/hr890 (ac-
cessed November 10, 2013).
6Geman, Ben. “Obama Unveils Climate Change Plan that Goes Around Congress.” !e Hill (Washington), June 25, 2013. http://thehill.
com/blogs/e2-wire/307507-obama-unveils-climate-plan-that-goes-around-congress (accessed November 10, 2013).
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Federalizing Hydrofracking Regulations 
Jared Siegel, Major: A&S Undecided, ’17, Email: js2638@cornell.edu

Impose federally mandated hydrofracking disclosure laws that permit corporations to hydrofrack in every state, but 
only under nationwide uniform environmental standards determined by the EPA. 

Key Facts:
• In 2000, shale gas represented one percent of America’s natural 

gas supplies. Now it represents over thirty percent. !rough 
hydrofracking, experts predict the U.S. could become energy 
independent.7

• In 2012 alone, the fracking boom raised the average household 
income by $1,200. It is projected to increase the average house-
hold income by an additional $3,500 by 2025.8

• In 2012, 15 of the 29 states where hydrofracking is performed 
did not require energy companies to disclose the chemicals 
used in the gas extraction process.9

History:
 Hydraulic fracturing, or hydrofracking, is a natural gas extraction process by which energy companies 
drill thousands of feet below the earth’s surface and then pump millions of gallons of water and chemicals into 
these wells. Hydrofracking has drawn scrutiny from 
environmental groups for releasing methane and toxic 
fracturing %uids into the groundwater near the wells. 
It has also been criticized for causing “a number of mi-
nor seismic events”.1 However, many studies show that 
the environmental impact is exaggerated. Of the tens 
of thousands of injection wells, only eight have expe-
rienced fracking-induced earthquakes, none of which 
caused signi#cant damage. In a study of 200 Pennsyl-
vania fracking wells, water quality remained constant 
in all but one well. In addition, natural gas serves as a much safer energy alternative to coal and emits only half of 
coal’s carbon dioxide emissions per unit of energy.2

 !e economic bene#ts associated with hydrofracking are di&cult to ignore. According to HIS Cera, in 
2012, the fracking boom supported 2.1 million jobs, added 75 billion in state and federal revenues, and contrib-
uted $283 billion to the GDP. Between 2012 and 2025, it is projected that almost $346 billion will be invested in 
the domestic fracking industry, requiring the employment of 3.3 million Americans.3

 Hydrofracking regulations vary by state. According to the NRDC, in 2012, hydrofracking was performed 
in 29 states, 15 of which did not require energy companies to disclose the chemicals used in the gas extraction 
process. Of the 14 states that had chemical disclosure legislation, 8 had “trade secret” exemptions that allowed 
energy companies to withhold any information that they deemed con#dential. Only two states required energy 
companies to notify landowners before fracking on their property.4

 Recently California joined the league of 14 states with chemical disclosure laws. Enacted on September 
20, 2013, Senate Bill 4 grants energy companies permission to frack in California, but only under certain regula-
tions. SB 4 requires fracking companies to apply for a permit, disclose chemicals they plan to use, and abide by 
formal environmental laws established by DOGGR (Division of Oil, Gas, and Geothermal Resources). SB4 also 
requires the state’s Department of Natural Resources to conduct an independent scienti#c assessment on frack-
ing.5

Analysis:
 Hydraulic fracturing requires a cost-bene#t analysis between the potentially catastrophic environmental 
consequences and the remarkable economic bene#ts. !e current economic landscape, which su"ers from 7.3 
percent unemployment, craves stimulus.  Hydrofracking not only creates millions of jobs, but also weakens our 
dependence on foreign oil from unstable regions. In turn, energy and gasoline prices decrease and the average 
standard of living improves. Fracking’s environmental impact, on the other hand, while potentially devastating, 
is di&cult to de#ne. Studies show that methane leakages and earthquakes are both minor and rare. !e greatest 
danger associated with hydrofracking is the danger of the unknown. Many energy companies refuse to disclose 
the chemicals that they inject in fracking wells and it is therefore di&cult to identify and measure the environ-
mental drawbacks. 
 !e fantastic economic bene#ts reaped from hydrofracking are incontrovertible, while the environmen-
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Next Steps:
 !e federal government should implement nationwide hydrofracking disclosure laws that permit energy 
companies to frack in every state but require them to reveal all chemicals used in the extraction process. Doing 
so would not impede growth in the U.S. energy sector, and would regulate fracking processes and reduce envi-
ronmental risks. Ideally this law would mirror California’s SB 4. !e EPA would take the place of the DOGGR 
and would require companies to disclose fracking chemicals, apply for permits, and abide by EPA-determined 
chemical restrictions.
 !e federal government is sanctioned to enact uniform hydrofracking regulations under the Constitu-
tion’s Commerce Clause, which permits Congress to regulate commerce among the several states.6 Establishing 
federal regulations is not unprecedented. !e FDA and the FERC, Federal Energy Regulatory Commission, were 
both sanctioned under the Commerce Clause and both establish nationwide regulations on chemicals that com-
panies can utilize and sell.

Talking Points:
• Hydraulic fracturing has incredible economic bene-

#ts but can potentially cause devastating harm to the 
environment.

• Currently fracking processes are state regulated and are 
inconsistent and not stringent.

• Establish federal hydrofracking disclosure laws, similar 
to that of California’s SB 4, that legalize fracking every-
where in the country but forbid energy companies from 
using any unsanctioned chemicals.

End Notes:
1“Fracking: Economic Boom or Environmental Danger”, Politics and Policy, http://politicsandpolicy.org/article/fracking-econom-
ic-boom-or-environmental-danger
2“!e Facts on Fracking”, New York Times, Published 3/13/2013, SUSAN L. BRANTLEY and ANNA MEYENDORFF http://www.
nytimes.com/2013/03/14/opinion/global/the-facts-on-fracking.html?pagewanted=2&_r=1&
3“Fracking Boom Seen Raising Household Incomes by $1,200”, Bloomberg, Published 9/4/2013, Jim Efstathiou Jr. http://www.
bloomberg.com/news/2013-09-04/fracking-boom-seen-raising-household-incomes-by-1-200.html
4“New NRDC analysis: State fracking disclosure laws fall painfully short”, NRDC Switchboard, Last Modi#ed July 26, 2012, Amy Mall, 
http://switchboard.nrdc.org/blogs/amall/new_nrdc_analysis_state_fracki.html
5“5 !ings California’s Fracking Bill Will Do”, Published 9/27/2013, Chris Clarke, http://www.kcet.org/news/rewire/government/#ve-
things-the-pavley-fracking-bill-does.html
6“Commerce Clause”, Legal Information Institute, http://www.law.cornell.edu/wex/commerce_clause
7“Fracking Pros And Cons: Weighing In On Hydraulic Fracturing “, Hu&ngton Post, Last Updated 11/10/13, http://www.hu&ngton-
post.com/2011/11/10/fracking-pros-cons_n_1084147.html
8“Fracking Boom Seen Raising Household Incomes by $1,200”, Bloomberg, Published 9/4/2013, Jim Efstathiou Jr. http://www.
bloomberg.com/news/2013-09-04/fracking-boom-seen-raising-household-incomes-by-1-200.html
9“New NRDC analysis: State fracking disclosure laws fall painfully short”, NRDC Switchboard, Last Modi#ed July 26, 2012, Amy Mall, 
http://switchboard.nrdc.org/blogs/amall/new_nrdc_analysis_state_fracki.html
 

tal impact is ambiguous. Hydrofracking, as a result, should be permitted in every state. However, the traditional 
method of state legislated hydrofracking regulations is 
both inconsistent and ine"ective. Approximately half of 
the states where hydrofracking takes place do not impose 
chemical disclosure requirements, and of those that do, 
many permit energy companies to withhold information 
under “trade secret” exemptions. !e greatest danger as-
sociated with hydrofracking is uncertainty and in order to 
identify the danger and to act accordingly, energy compa-
nies need to be held to stricter standards. 
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Campaign Finance Reform: Clean Money, Clean Elections
Samantha Kaplan, Major: Economics and Government ’16, Email: spk54@cornell.edu

All local and state elections should adopt a “Clean Money, Clean Elections” policy in which candidates are allocated 
the same !xed amount of money to run their campaigns. 

Key Facts:
• Congressional campaign spending has increased over 200% 

from 1998 to 2012
• !e $4 billion dollars spent on Congressional campaigns in 

2012 could have fed over 52,000 families in the US for a year

History:
 Campaign spending has been a hot topic in recent years—especially following President Obama and Mitt 
Romney’s decision to reject public funding for the presidential campaign. !is rejection meant that the candi-
dates were not subject to the limitations associated 
with public funding, and were able to raise signi#cant-
ly more funds that usual. But, it isn’t just presidential 
spending that has increased in recent years—Con-
gressional spending has increased as well. In 1998, 
Congressional spending in the US totaled roughly 
$1.5 billion. In 2012, the number had skyrocketed to a little under $4 billion. It’s time we address this increase in 
spending, and ensure elections are fair across the US.
One of the most pertinent concerns in regards to campaign #nance is its potential to facilitate unequal repre-
sentation.  When looking at the campaign #nance breakdown for the Virginia governor’s race, one of the most 
shocking factors is the amount of money put up by the candidate personally.  Terry McAuli"e raised $10.3 
million himself, and Cuccinelli put up a he$y $6.6 million as well. !ese numbers are concerning because they 
establish a remarkably high barrier to entry in the political world. Candidates have to be personally wealthy, or 
incredibly talented at fundraising, in order to even consider running for the house, senate, or governorship—let 
alone president. !ese high costs are huge deterrents to a number of intelligent, bright, and dynamic political 
hopefuls.1 
 Super PACs are another area of U.S. campaign #nance that has room for reform. !e campaign #nance 
landscape was transformed in 2010 when the Supreme Court ruled that corporations, associations and labor 
unions should not have restricted independent expenditures. !is ruling led to the creation of independent-ex-
penditure only committees, more colloquially known in the media as Super PACs. !ese committees can raise 
funds from many di"erent kinds of groups, and unlike traditional political action committees, can spend an un-
limited amount on presidential campaigns as long as the money is spent independently of the candidate. Super 
PACs have morphed the political landscape into a monetary battle#eld. 

Analysis:
 Both Arizona and Maine have adopted “clean money “ elections in order to reduce the excessive amount 
of money spend on campaigns, and to ensure that elections remain fair by mitigating the in%uence of the wealth-
iest. Clean money elections give each candidate a #xed amount of money with which to fund their campaign. 
!is style of campaign #nancing should be adopted by all states when conducting their local campaigns. By allo-
cating equal amounts of spending, states can even the playing #eld and reduce barriers to entry into the political 
world. 
 Potential candidates should not have to be inordinately wealthy to be a viable candidate—and they 
should not have to maneuver extensively to associate themselves with the wealthiest people. Clean Money could 
help take the “politics” out of politics. It’s time our campaign system better re%ects the democracy into which it 
feeds. 
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Next Steps:
 States across the country should research the policies Maine and Arizona currently have in place—
and model similar clean election systems. Clean elections typically require an initial collection of a very small 
amount of money, along with supporters’ signa-
tures to prove that the candidate is actually a rea-
sonable contender, so states would need to ham-
mer down the speci#cs of the quali#cation system 
for being a candidate. Additionally, states need to 
consider the negative implications of switching 
to a clean money system—what candidates or 
donors are they possibly upsetting? Is there a way 
to mitigate reactions? 
 Moving forward, it is imperative that 
states adopt this clean money system. !e less money plays a role in politics—the better, and clean money elec-
tions move us one step closer to removing the potentially corrupting power of money.  

End Notes:
1http://www.opensecrets.org/bigpicture/ 

Talking Points:
• Campaign Finance is in desperate need of reform
• Candidates are at a disadvantage if they are not Independently 

wealthy or extremely well-connected, which means potential leaders 
are prevented from running

• Implementing a “clean money” campaign #nancing system in all 
states would ensure all candidates have an equal shot at the candida-
cy by leveling the playing #eld

• Ultimately, campaign #nance reform improves our democratic sys-
tem 
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Urban Agriculture as a Response to Food Security
Lucas Dodge, Major: International Agriculture & Rural Development ‘15, Email: lpd29@cornell.edu

Local production of healthy, quality, culturally appropriate food should be undertaken in order to directly contribute 
to food security and nutrition, as well as having economic, social, and environmental bene!ts  

Key Facts:
• 23.5 million Americans are living in food deserts – areas 

high in poverty without adequate access to nutritious 
food.

• !e USDA’s de#nition of food deserts frames the issue 
of food insecurity such that it ignores potential solutions 
such as urban agriculture and alternative food distribution 
systems. 

History:
 According to the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA), a food desert is a “census tract with 
a substantial share of residents who live in low-income areas that have low levels of access to a grocery store or 
healthy, a"ordable food retail outlet.” To meet the low-in-
come and low-access thresholds, a community must have 
a 20% or higher poverty rate or a median family income 
at or below 80% of the area median family income in 
addition to at least 500 people or 33% of the census tract’s 
population living more than 1 mile from a supermarket or 
large grocery store or 10 miles in non-urban areas.1

 !e areas in color qualify as food deserts, which 
according to the USDA’s Economic Research Service, are 
home to 23.5 million people – 13.5 million of whom are low-income.2  Consequently, food deserts lack a"ordable 
access to a range of food contributing to a complete diet such as fresh produce and whole grain.3  Studies con-
ducted in Chicago4 and Detroit have linked this to nega-
tive health outcomes including increased rates of obesity, 
diabetes, hypertension, heart disease, cancer, and stroke5.  
However, more research needs to be done about how 
availability of nutritious foods relates to their consumption 
(and thus health e"ects).6

Analysis:
 !ere are a couple concerns with describing food 
insecurity in terms of food deserts. 1) By de#ning areas of 
low-access to food strictly in terms of access to supermar-
kets and large grocery stores, the USDA is making uncre-
ative and unhealthy assumptions about the food system. 
It ignores the existence of community agriculture projects 
and other local, entrepreneurial alternatives as solutions to food insecurity. !e manifestation of this de#nitional 
limit has real impact. It is being used as justi#cation for the existence of large corporate grocery chains selling 
cheap, highly processed, o" brand foods in low-income communities. !ese stores can receive subsidies – un-
available to smaller local food sources – despite adding little value to the community; they rarely pay local resi-
dents a living wage, exacerbating food insecurity and poverty.7  2) It is an incomplete metric that fails to address 
key factors of food accessibility. It is purely a measure of physical distance to supermarkets or grocery stores, 
ignoring whether or not there is actually any healthy fresh food, whether residents can easily get there and back, 
and if it is a"ordable given the higher rates of poverty.
 Supermarkets and grocery stores are not the only potential solutions to localized food insecurity. Accord-
ing to Tanya Fields, food justice advocate and innovator behind a South Bronx produce delivery bus running on 
clean energy, creative applications of community agriculture projects are better for “food deserts” than depend-
ing on corporate grocers that will prioritize their pro#tability. In contrast, urban agriculture allows people living 
in areas of high food insecurity to take control of their own food production and health8  in addition to o"ering 
many other bene#ts: meeting speci#cally local food needs, increasing availability of fresh produce, encouraging 
social interaction among community members, increasing local employment, capitalizing on unused resourc-

Photo courtesy of USDA Economic Research Service
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Next Steps:
 To begin with, subsidies targeting food inse-
cure neighborhoods should aid urban agriculture projects, preferably targeting ones that take initiative to be 
multi-functional (i.e. help the surrounding community in many ways). However, that is not enough; there needs 
to be involvement at other institutional levels. Cities should work together with anchor institutions, speci#cally 
university research programs and extension services to identify the speci#c needs of local food insecure areas 
and what is preventing the development of urban agriculture in these areas, and assisting urban agriculture proj-
ects on an as-needed basis. 

Talking Points:
• Urban agriculture can help food insecure neighborhoods 

gain easier access to fresh produce.
• Community food production can be a catalyst for change 

in food culture, leading to healthier eating patterns. 
• Since the barriers to urban agriculture vary greatly be-

tween jurisdictions, local governments and anchor institu-
tions are in the best position to act.

End Notes:
 1http://apps.ams.usda.gov/fooddeserts/foodDeserts.aspx
 2http://apps.ams.usda.gov/fooddeserts/foodDeserts.aspx
 3http://www.cdc.gov/features/fooddeserts/
 4http://www.marigallagher.com/site_media/dynamic/project_#les/Chicago_Food_Desert_Report.pdf
 5http://www.yaleruddcenter.org/resources/upload/docs/what/policy/DetroitFoodDesertReport.pdf
 6http://www.cdc.gov/features/fooddeserts/
 7http://www.ebony.com/wellness-empowerment/food-justice-end-the-corporate-exploitation-of-food-deserts#axzz2kj4vYzGv
 8http://www.ebony.com/wellness-empowerment/food-justice-end-the-corporate-exploitation-of-food-deserts#axzz2kj4vYzGv
 9http://www.fundersnetwork.org/#les/learn/Investing_in_Urban_Agriculture_Final_110713.pdf
 10http://www.ebony.com/wellness-empowerment/food-justice-end-the-corporate-exploitation-of-food-deserts#axzz2kj4vYzGv

es, attracting other food-related business, lowering household food costs, reducing air pollution, and providing 
opportunities for nutrition, environment, and agricultural education.9 
 Unfortunately, there are many barriers to wide 
spread adoption of urban agriculture, unique to individ-
ual localities. In general, funding is di&cult for agricul-
tural projects that represent alternatives to the conven-
tional food system. !is is especially di&cult as grocery 
stores they would be competing with are subsidized.10 
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Microstamping: Solving Crime !rough the Barrel of the Gun
Alex Chakrin ’17, Major: Industrial Labor Relations, Email: awc83@cornell.edu

Ballistic imprinting (microstamping) should be required on all new !rearms, in order to aid police in solving crime 
and help hold criminals accountable for their actions. 

Key Facts:
• More than 35.2% of all homicide cases go 

unsolved.2

• Just one casing was found at a crime scene 
would give police a 54% chance of identifying 
the gun owner.3

History:
 America has a unique gun problem. In America, over 68% of all homicides are gun related, amounting 
to 11,078 deaths in 2010.1 With so much death coming out of the barrel of a gun, it would be easy to assume that 
these murders would lead to criminal action in every case. Howev-
er, at the status quo, there are only a limited number of tools police 
can use to link the crime scene to the suspect. According to the FBI, 
More than 35.2% of all homicide cases go unsolved.2  In many cas-
es this is due to a lack of evidence, typically only the shells #red are 
found at the scene of the crime. Yet, this is not an unavoidable prob-
lem.  
 Microstamping is the process by which there is a unique stamping mechanism on each shell ejected when 
a gun is #red. In a state with microstamping laws, a small pin would be inserted at the tip of the #ring pin of each 
new #rearm sold. When the gun is #red, the pin would leave a microscopic stamp on the casing of the #red shell 
and thus be traceable at the crime scene. !ere is strong evidence to believe that microstamping would be an 
e"ective tool to solve crime. 
 In 2007, California Republican governor Arnold Schwarzenegger signed a microstamping bill that would 
go into e"ect when the technology was no longer patented.4 !is happened in 2013 a$er a long legal battle under 
polarized conditions where conservative groups tried to extend the patent when the technology owner wanted it 
to lapse.5 !ere is a legislative movement toward microstamping that is growing, but at a rather slow pace.
Some of the most frequent criticisms of microstamping revolve around the misconception that these laws would 
solve crime each and every time. !ere are ways for an astute gun owner to work around the imprinting mecha-
nism such as altering the imprinting mechanism. However, just because microstamping is an imperfect solution 
does not necessarily mean that this initiative cannot play an important role in criminal investigations.  
Of more serious concern is the potential that this solution will put an unnecessary burden on gun-owners. Ac-
cording to the manufacturer, having ballistic imprinting mechanisms in each new gun sold could potentially cost 
consumers anywhere 50¢ and $6 a gun.6 As such, the cost of implementation needs to be weighed against the 
e&cacy of the policy.

Analysis:
 Microstamping gives police a useful tool to solve crimes. Microstamping enables law enforcement to link 
the shell casing to the original purchaser. 
 Microstamping is not a perfect solution, however, it is a step in the right direction. With current tech-
nological processes, microstamping bills would marginally increase the cost of purchasing guns. However, gun 
manufacturers and owners have currently avoided paying for the true cost of gun ownership, which includes the 
cost of gun violence. Similar to second hand smoking, gun ownership has a cost to society that would be more 
fairly distributed to those people directly responsible for the cost. In a sense this is forcing gun owners and man-
ufacturers to pick up their tab and help reduce the cost of police investigations while increasing the e"ectiveness 
of these investigations.
 !e e"ects of a microstamping bill could be massive. It would give an advantage to law enforcement and 
make solving gun crime a more e&cient and accurate endeavor. 
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Next Steps:
 While a microstamping law has passed several key hurdles in California, there is still a long way to go 
towards making microstamping a common regulation for all gun sales in the United States. Even states that have 
recently passed expansive gun control measures, such as New 
York and Connecticut, have seen microstamping speci#c language 
fail under pressure from state gun manufacturers and the NRA. It 
seen that politicians are too willing to submit to the NRA de-
mands and conceding gun regulation as a losing issue at the polls. 
!e NRA believes that even common sense legislation is too big a 
burden on gun owners and any attempt to change the gun laws to 
make the system more workable is an attempt toward government 
control of the gun industry.  Lobbying e"orts are needed at the 
state and national level to make microstamping mandatory on all new semiautomatic pistols made and sold in 
the United States. Democrats and Republicans need to know that there is a political price to be paid for willful 
ignorance of common sense solutions. !ere is too much justice at stake for gun politics to determine the fate of 
a technology that can catch and deter crime at a minimal cost to society. 

End Notes:
1Factcheck.org. “Gun Rhetoric vs. Gun Facts.” http://www.factcheck.org. http://www.factcheck.org/2012/12/gun-rhetoric-vs-gun-facts/ 
(accessed November 18, 2013).
2Federal Buraeu of Investigation. “Percent of O"enses Cleared by Arrest or Exceptional Means.” http://www.'i.gov. 2010. http://www.
'i.gov/about-us/cjis/ucr/crime-in-the-u.s/2010/crime-in-the-u.s.-2010/tables/10tbl25.xls (accessed 11 15, 2013).
3Krivosta, George. “NanoTag Markings From Another Perspective.” Association of Firearm and Toolmark Examiners , 2006: 41-47.
4Goode, Erica . “Method to Track Firearm Use Is Stalled by Foes.” New York Tims, June 12, 2012. http://www.nytimes.com/2012/06/13/
us/code-on-shell-casings-sparks-a-gun-debate.html?_r=0 (accessed November 16, 2013).
5Egelko, Bob. “Gun control: Cartridge ID law to take e"ect.” San Francisco Chronicle, May 18, 2013. http://www.sfgate.com/news/arti-
cle/Gun-control-Cartridge-ID-law-to-take-e"ect-4527165.php (accessed November 14, 2013). 
6Cohen, Adam . “!e Latest Crime-Solving Technique the Gun Lobby Doesn’t Like.”time, June 18, 2012. http://ideas.time.
com/2012/06/18/the-latest-crime-solving-technique-the-gun-lobby-doesnt-like/ (accessed November 15, 2013). 

Talking Points:
• At a minimal cost to gun owners, microstamping 

can link gun shells found at a crime scene to their 
original purchaser.

• It gives an advantage to law enforcement to 
catch a suspects who might otherwise have been 
untraceable

• Holds gun manufacturers responsible for the end 
uses of their guns  
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Independent Districting, Competitive Elections
Garrison Lovely, Major: Industrial Labor Relations, ‘16, Email: tgl25@cornell.edu

Growing political polarization in the U.S. House of Representatives stems from partisan districting carried out by 
biased state legislatures.  To address the issues that result from gerrymandering, district lines should be drawn by 

independent commissions, selected from normal citizens and following speci!c guidelines.

Key Facts:
• Redistricting occurs every ten years
• State legislatures control redistricting in 34 states
• Redistricting is used to give the dominant party an 

electoral advantage

History:
 Every ten years the seats in the House of Representatives are reapportioned among the #$y states accord-
ing to the most recent federal census.  A$er reapportionment occurs, states redraw districts to make their popu-
lations equal.  Reapportionment is nonpartisan and is carried 
out using a formula known as the “method of equal propor-
tions.”  Redistricting, however, o"ers ample opportunity for 
the dra$er to decide district boundaries in their party’s favor.1   
 !e process of drawing district lines to give one party 
an electoral advantage is known derisively as “gerrymander-
ing.” Dra$ers either “pack” political minorities into a few districts or “fracture” them among many to minimize 
their electoral success.2  
 Gerrymandered districts make elections signi#cantly less competitive by creating “safe” districts, in 
which one party has a distinct general election advantage.  Generally, the safer the district, the more competitive 
the primary election. When candidates know the seat is safe in general elections, competition for the chance to 
run in that district increases.3    Between 2002 and 2011, only 16% of Texas’s seats, 2% of California’s, and 0% of 
Massachusetts’s changed parties.4   !is means that the dominant party’s primary o$en determines the general 
election winner.
 13 States have a commission take primary control of redistricting and two states have advisory commis-
sions.  Seven of these commissions are made up of equal numbers from both the majority and minority party, 
but the other six are far from bipartisan, usually consisting of the statewide elected o&cials or apportioning more 
commissioners from the majority party.  Five states restrict the data that can be used in redistricting e"orts, 
to varying degrees of severity.  15 states hold some kind of review of redistricting plans before they take e"ect, 
either through public hearings, preliminary plans, judicial review, or a combination of the three.5  
     In the 1964 case of Reynolds v. Sims, the Supreme Court stated that all states need to do when redistrict-
ing is ensure that, “substantial equality of population among the various districts” is achieved.6   !is substantial 
equality has been interpreted as a legislative plan that has an overall range of less than ten percent, unless system-
atic discrimination occurs.7  
     !e Voting Rights Act of 1965 required nine states and select counties to obtain preclearance before 
passing any legislation that a"ected voting, limiting redistricting e"orts in those nine states.8   However, on June, 
25 2013, the Supreme Court struck down the provisions of the Voting Rights Act that required preclearance.9   
Now all the previously restricted states and counties can redistrict without prior approval.

Analysis:
When state legislatures control the redistricting process (as they do in 34 states) district lines are drawn to ensure 
that most seats go to the majority party, creating safe seats for both parties.  When bipartisan commissions of 
both parties draw district lines, the same problem of safe seats results.  Both parties on the commission have an 
incentive to draw lines that preserve their seats, at the expense of competitive general elections.  Neither of these 
status quos allow for the fair and competitive elections necessary in a healthy democracy.   
     Current regulatory mechanisms, such as judicial review, are costly and time-consuming.  Time and 
money is wasted when the Texas courts have to strike down redistricting e"orts as unconstitutional due to their 
adverse impact on minorities.10 
     California, Washington, and Arizona have created standing independent committees that draw each 
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Next Steps:
 Each state should set up an independent commission responsible for dra$ing congressional, state senate, 
and state assembly districts. A competitive application process in which applicants are judged by a randomly 
selected panel should be used to select commissioners.  !is commission would be given #rm deadlines and the 
same or similar criteria used by the CCRC.  
 !e universal adoption of truly independent commissions will ensure better representation, more com-
petitive elections, less incumbency advantage, and more moderate candidates.
 

Talking Points:
• 60% of districts have uncompetitive general elections
• !ree states have truly independent redistricting com-

missions
• Independent commissions create more competitive 

elections

End Notes:
 1http://www.ncsl.org/documents/legismgt/How_To_Draw_Maps.pdf
 2Ibid.
 3http://www.vanderbilt.edu/csdi/events/Hirano.Talk.pdf
 4http://www.centerforpolitics.org/crystalball/articles/frc2011033101/
 5http://www.senate.mn/departments/scr/redist/Red2010/appx_C_legislative.htm
 6http://caselaw.lp.#ndlaw.com/scripts/getcase.pl?navby=case&court=US&vol=377&page=533
 7http://www.ncsl.org/documents/legismgt/How_To_Draw_Maps.pdf
 8http://www.justice.gov/crt/about/vot/misc/sec_4.php
 9http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2013/06/25/us/annotated-supreme-court-decision-on-voting-rights-act.html?_r=0
 10http://www.cnn.com/2006/POLITICS/06/28/scotus.texasredistrict/index.html
 11http://www.redistricting.wa.gov/
 12http://www.azredistricting.org/
 13http://ag.ca.gov/cms_pdfs/initiatives/i746_07-0077_Initiative.pdf
 14http://wedrawthelines.ca.gov/
 15http://www.nytimes.com/2012/11/08/us/politics/redistricting-changes-california-delegation.html
 16http://www.nytimes.com/2010/03/04/us/politics/04redistrict.html
 17http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/.const/.article_21

state’s district lines.11 12 13  !e California Citizens Redistricting Commission (CCRC) redistricted California’s 
congressional districts in 2011, hurting incumbents and senior representatives in the California delegation.14 15   

!ese harms are far outweighed by the gains in competitive-
ness and representativeness of the districts that resulted.  
     Eight members of the CCRC were selected through a 
competitive application process.  !ree members are Demo-
crats, three Republicans and two a&liated with neither party.  
!ese eight commissioners then selected six additional com-
missioners from the remaining applicants.16

!ese commissioners then drew district lines using six criteria: population equality, compliance with the Vot-
ing Rights Act, geographic contiguity, geographic integrity, geographic compactness, and nesting.  Contiguity 
requires that all districts remain connected.  Integrity requires the minimization of division of communities of 
interest.  Compactness prevents districts from bypassing nearby communities to include more distant commu-
nities.  Nesting attempts to keep state assembly districts within state senate districts.17   Most importantly, these 
districts are drawn with no consideration of incumbency.  What results is a district map that no longer looks like 
abstract art.  
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Legal Immigration Reform: Searching For a Fair and E&cient Solution
Lucas Berger, Major: Policy Analysis and Management, ‘16, Email: llb98@cornell.edu

"e American legal immigration system, which currently promotes reuniting families, needs to be drastically altered to 
ensure that highly-skilled individuals seeking to enter the country for work are not turned away.

Key Facts:
• Over 480,000 legally enter the United States each 

year through family based immigration8

• In 2008 only 11.2% of immigrants initiated their 
own immigration, the majority were sponsored by 
family members or in some cases seasonal employ-
ers9 

• Over two decades point based immigration could 
add 15 million skilled workers to U.S. Workforce10 

History:
 Immigration is currently one of the most talked about topics in American politics. Much of the disagreement 
among both politicians and the population has been over the two key issues; what to do with the illegal “shadow 
population”, estimated to include about eleven million people, and 
how to stop more people from entering our borders illegally. While 
debate over those two problems dominates headlines, another 
crucial portion of the country’s immigration system has gone rela-
tively ignored:, who it is that we allow to enter legally and establish 
permanent residence. Our current system has been established in 
such a way that it seems to favor humanitarianism over economic 
success. Many lawmakers argue that when you are dealing with 
people’s lives and their families it is more important to do the right 
thing, rather than the e&cient thing. Others make the point that 
immigration should also be a tool to help the nation and its native residents, a goal that is usually achieved by import-
ing more highly skilled persons.
 As of now, permanent visas are generally issued in two ways. !e most common occurrence is visas given 
to family members of United States Citizens. A citizen, given that they meet a few age and #nancial requirements, is 
able to bring their spouse, minor children, and parents to the US.1  !e number of people who can be brought into 
the country each year this way is uncapped. A$er this group things get much more complicated. Additional visas are 
distributed to family members of citizens and LPR through a tiered preference system, where each tier has its own 
visa cap.2  Details of these categories and those discussed in employment based permanent residency can be found at 
http://www.uscis.gov/. 
 Permanent employment-based immigration is the other major form of legal immigration in the United States. 
!is system gives visas to workers through a similar preference tiered system as family immigration. !e total num-
ber of visas allocated, however, is much lower at only 140,000 for principles and their dependents. Example of people 
who receive these visas with the greatest success are, “Persons of extraordinary ability in the arts, science, education, 
business, or athletics; professors and researchers, some multinational executives.” those who receive less preference 
are described as, “ Skilled shortage workers with at least two years of training or experience, professionals with college 
degrees, or “other” workers for unskilled labor that is not temporary or seasonal.”.3  All of these tiers have their own 
numerical caps.

Analysis:
 When looking at our current legal immigration system the need for change may not immediately jump out 
at you. It seems as if it is a system that reunites families, which is generally good, and that there is still room for other 
skilled or highly needed foreign workers to enter the country. !e truth of the matter, however, is that the system fails 
to work in this way. !e vast majority of people entering our country are family members of citizens and LPR. !is 
in%ux of people takes place because of a phenomenon known as “chain migration”. !is is the process by which family 
members of citizens who are admitted in the country then sponsor their own family members to enter who then do 
the same, and thus a long cycle begins. !is means that although few will argue with a citizen being able to bring their 
spouse, children, and parents into the country things quickly become much more complex. What is worrying about 
this is that the farther down the line a person is from the initial citizen, the less likely we are to be admitting someone 
who has traits, such as education, motivation, and enthusiasm, that are key to immigrants providing the bene#ts to 
society of which they have shown to be capable of.4  Instead, large amounts of people being admitted are underedu-
cated, and under preforming, which can cause a downward pull on the US economy.  
 While a super%uous amount of people are being allowed into the country through family based immigration, 
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Next Steps:
 With these problems in mind it is important to look at how we can change our legal immigration system, and 
insure that we are letting a fair amount of both family and labor immigrants into the country, while also taking the 
well being of our own citizenry into account. Congress should be the primary force driving these reforms, but a num-
ber of other interest groups, such as the previously mentioned tech industry, should act on their vested interest in new 
policies being implemented and push for change. One plan that seems feasible is a point system. !e #rst step would 
be to eliminate the separate quotas for family and labor based immigrants, and instead set one number as the guide-
line for how many people we wish to enter the country every year. !is number is extremely di&cult to obtain, and 
will probably take some time to #gure out, but it should be %exible and able to adjust to changing conditions within 
our borders. From there, a set of criteria would need to be written by lawmakers that adequately evaluates a potential 
immigrant, and can compare them to others.7 !is set of conditions could include having family members within the 
US, education level, legal history, prior work experience among many other things. A trial and error period will most 
likely be needed until things begin working smoothly. !is system would still give an advantage to people with family 
members within the US, and would allow kin to be reunited but it would do so in a much more equal way. US immi-
gration has long been based on reuniting families, and that is important, but it is time we make the playing #eld more 
fair for those seeking to enter the country for work.    

Talking Points:
• !e legal immigration system currently makes it extremely 

di&cult for skilled workers to enter while family members 
of citizens are accepted with little di&culty

• Policy leads to “chain migration” where one resident 
brings their family, who then brings their family and the 
process repeats

• Large amount of immigrants entering country have only 
basic skills and have received low amount of education, 
detrimental to economy

• Point based system would still place value on having a 
family member within U.S. But would also make sure 

Endnotes:
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 2American Immigration Council. “How the United States Immigration System Works: A Fact Sheet.” Immigration Policy Center. http://
www.immigrationpolicy.org/just-facts/how-united-states-immigration-system-works-fact-sheet (accessed November 21, 2013).
 3Ibid.
 4Numbers USA. “A Closer Look at Chain Migration | NumbersUSA - For Lower Immigration Levels.” A Closer Look at Chain Migra-
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 5Ibid.
 6Quinn, Michelle. “Quinn: Tech industry hits a wall on immigration reform.” MercuryNews.com. http://www.mercurynews.com/mi-
chelle-quinn/ci_24507792/quinn-tech-industry-hits-wall-immigration-reform (accessed November 21, 2013).
 7Borjas, George . “Immigration Policy: A Proposal | Center for Immigration Studies.” Center for Immigration Studies. http://cis.org/
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 8American Immigration Council. “How the United States Immigration System Works: A Fact Sheet.” Immigration Policy Center. http://
www.immigrationpolicy.org/just-facts/how-united-states-immigration-system-works-fact-sheet (accessed November 21, 2013).
 9Numbers USA. “A Closer Look at Chain Migration | NumbersUSA - For Lower Immigration Levels.” A Closer Look at Chain Migra-
tion | NumbersUSA - For Lower Immigration Levels. https://www.numbersusa.com/content/learn/attrition-through-enforcement/
legal-immigration/closer-look-chain-migration.html (accessed November 21, 2013).
 10Borjas, George . “Immigration Policy: A Proposal | Center for Immigration Studies.” Center for Immigration Studies. http://cis.org/
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many highly skilled potential immigrants are being le$ unable to establish legal permanent residency in the Unit-
ed States. !e best way to enter the United States remains 
through sponsorship by a family member. Some extremely 
talented individuals, who are o"ering valuable assets to the 
country are failing to secure visas because of the extremely 
low amount of visas given through the labor based immigra-
tion system.5  College educated, highly skilled immigrants 
will usually #ll much higher paying positions when they 
enter the US, or there would be little reason of them moving 
here in the #rst place. !ese people are more likely to create 
jobs, innovate, and be productive members of society. !is 
is evidenced in tech giants such as Google and Facebook, 
who have been some of the staunchest advocates for legal 
immigration reform, because they claim to be having trouble 
#nding adequate talent within the US and have had trouble getting talented individuals they #nd abroad the necessary 
paperwork to legally work in the country.6
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