Immigration Reform & Control Act (IRCA 1986)
Reagan in 1985:  US has “lost control” of its borders to an “invasion” of illegal migrants


-framed issue as a national security concern

Four provisions, with the clear goal of reducing undocumented migration from Mexico:
1) border enforcement resources increased

2) employer sanctions enacted to punish employers who knowingly hire undocumented workers

3) undocumented ag. workers offered a special legalization program (Special Ag. Worker – SAW) that only legalized the adult worker, no options for families
4) amnesty offered to long-term undocumented workers (Legally Auth. Worker – LAW)

Background:  1980s and post-NAFTA treaty, Mexico experienced economic growth and strong in-migration to border states, but most interior cities and nearly all rural areas were not well-positioned to compete globally, thus found themselves with economic stagnation and deeper poverty.  The late 1980s were a period of high inflation, wage reductions, and job losses in Mexico.  Prior to IRCA, millions seasonally migrated to the US, and the various sacrifices endured while abroad were justified by a dream of a better life at home.

Results:

1a) Transformed a large seasonal flow of temporary workers into a more permanent population of settled legal immigrants.  The LAW program required undocumented migrants who had formerly circulated back and forth, to remain in the US until their petitions for legalization were resolved.  Even after legalization, IRCA required them to remain in US to take English classes and civics in order to obtain green card.
1b) IRCA’s border controls and employer sanctions backfired.  The border controls had only a very minor effect on reducing undocumented departures and crossings from Mexico, but did discourage them from returning home from the US (too hard and expensive to cross).  Thus, rather than 1) staying in Mexico, or 2) seasonally migrating, the outcome was 3) the undocumented came and then stayed.
2) Migrant household heads thus began settling and staying in the US longer – and thus sought to reunite with their spouses, children, and siblings.  Additionally, the vast majority of those qualified for amesty lived in large cities.  Thus, IRCA substantially feminized and urbanized the population of migrants.  Even with SAWs migrants (ag), 84 percent of applicants gave metro addresses.  
3) Employers, to compensate themselves for the new risks, either discriminated against foreign-looking workers, and/or lowered their wages, more so than in the past.  Pre IRCA, rates of pay were largely determined by education.  Post IRCA, wages for undocumented workers were 28% less than those of the documented, (controlling for skills, education), and undocumented real wages (inflation adjusted) fell approximately 20% by ~8 years after IRCA.
4) Employers, facing more paperwork, transitioned from direct hiring to contract hiring.  For this service, contractors retained a share of the wages, further reducing net wages to workers.  (Pre-IRCA, migrants employed through subcontractors earned wages = to others; post IRCA, 30% less.)   Thus, IRCA didn’t block access of undocumented workers to jobs, it simply pushed their employment further underground and induced further wage discrimination against undocumented Latino workers.
5) IRCA contributed to the dispersal of documented workers away from traditional gateway/distributor cities and states, (such as LA and California, Chicago and Illinios, and Texas), and towards “greenfield” states such as Oregon, Washington, and various states in the SE.  Undocumented workers followed via networks.  Labor contractors facilitated this process.
6) By pushing or enabling 3.3 million noncitizen Mexican immigrants toward citizenship, and increasing the numbers of Mexican origin immigrants with a legal “toehold” in the US, IRCA sowed the seeds for an even larger influx of Mexican immigrants down the road.  Citizenship creates legal entitlements for entry by family members (no numerical limitation).

Most of this material was sourced from Durand, Massey and Pardo, 1999, The new era of Mexican migration to the United States, The Journal of American History. Vol 86, No. 2, pp. 518-536.
