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NATURALIZATION FEE HIKE WILL PUT THE DREAM OF 
U.S. CITIZENSHIP BEYOND THE REACH OF NATION’S NEWCOMERS

· On January 31, 2007, the United States Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) announced a proposal that would raise the fees for starting the naturalization process from $400 to $675, an increase of 69%.  The agency anticipates that the fee hike will go into effect sometime in June.  
· This exorbitant increase places an unfair burden on hardworking eligible legal permanent residents who wish to become U.S. citizens and participate fully in all our nation has to offer.

· Naturalization fees have been soaring since 1991, when newcomers paid $90 to apply for U.S. citizenship.  These increases result from our fundamentally flawed system of financing immigration services, which requires the USCIS to rely almost exclusively on application fees to fund the delivery of services to immigrants.  

·  The USCIS believes that it needs this massive fee hike to pay for major infrastructure investments and process enhancements, such as improvements in the timeliness of background checks, modernization of its outdated business systems through technology upgrades, facilities improvements and enhancements in its personnel training and recruitment programs.  

· The USCIS does need to make major investments to enhance the delivery of its services, and it does face serious fiscal challenges.  However, placing the full costs of these investments on the back of hardworking newcomers is driving fees to a level that immigrants simply cannot afford.
· We believe that our system for funding immigration services should be a partnership where applicants pay a reasonable fee for quality service.  Thus, we call on the President and Congress to address the fundamental problems in this system by providing appropriations to supplement fee revenue to cover costs of major USCIS expenses such as infrastructure investments, process enhancements and capital improvements.   It is also critical that the Director of the USCIS immediately provide President George W. Bush and the U.S. Congress with accurate information to ascertain the amount of federal appropriations that would be needed to enable the USCIS to modernize its operations, and enhance its naturalization services, without raising the naturalization fee.  
· In the past, Congress has appropriated monies to assist the USCIS in facing challenges such as its application processing backlog.  As the agency continues to face critical challenges in improving services, it is time for Congress to act again.  

· We will carefully examine the estimates and methodology used by the USCIS to justify an increase of this magnitude.  The USCIS must provide a 60-day period for the public to provide comments on its fee proposal, and we urge the agency to thoroughly review those comments and give serious consideration to the concerns raised as it decides what the final amount of the fee will be.  

· The USCIS also announced that it intends to improve the average processing time for the Form N-400 naturalization application from seven to five months.  We will be carefully monitoring the agency’s implementation of its business system enhancements to ensure that it follows through with its commitment to improve services to newcomer applicants.

· The proposed fee increase will place a nearly insurmountable barrier in the path of legal permanent residents who want to become full Americans.  Many of these immigrants come from hardworking families with limited financial resources.  According to 2000 U.S. Census data, about one out of three of our nation’s non-citizen households (36%) have annual incomes of less than $25,000.  

· This is a particularly inopportune time for the USCIS to implement a substantial fee hike, because there are many eligible newcomers eager to pursue their dream of U.S. citizenship.  According to data published by the Office of Immigration Statistics, there are about 8 million legal permanent residents in our nation who are eligible to naturalize and about half of these are Latino.  USCIS data also reveal that the number of naturalization applications filed with the agency increased from 602,972 in Fiscal Year 2005 to 730,642 in FY 2006, an increase of 21%.
· In his recent State of the Union address, the President emphasized the value of upholding the nation’s tradition that welcomes and “assimilates” new arrivals.  The USCIS’ proposed fee increase is contrary to the spirit of this tradition and sends newcomers the wrong message at a time when they are seeking to embrace U.S. citizenship.  Naturalization benefits our nation as a whole, and immigrants who apply are eager to demonstrate their commitment to this country by becoming full participants in our nation’s civic life.  If they cannot become U.S. citizens because of an unfair fee hike, we may all lose an opportunity to strengthen and revitalize our democracy.  The $675 price tag is too high for our newcomers, and ultimately, our whole nation will have to pay the price.  
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