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Today U.S. immigration policy is a hybrid of a quota, diversity, and merit based system, 

and is enforced by U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services; a branch of the U.S. Department 

of Homeland Security (www.uscis.gov). Over the course of U.S. history there have been several 

acts that regulated immigration flow. The current standards are set by the Immigration and 

Nationality Act of 1965 (INA), which has been amended as recently as 2013. These amendments 

are generally reactionary measures taken to adjust the law according to changes in society or 

current events.  

 

Currently, the U.S. allows a total of 675,000 legal permanent residents annually through 

the issuance of certificates of legal residency, also known as “Green Cards.” Under prior quota 

laws limits were far smaller and even excluded some nations. The current figure can be broken 

down further to include quotas on family-based immigration, employment-based immigration, 

and diversity immigrants. In the case of family-sponsored preference immigrants the U.S. allows 

a maximum of 480,000 (minimum of 226,000) persons (plus a certain number of unused 

employment based visas from the prior year) annually. The U.S. allows a maximum of 140,000 

persons (plus a certain number of unused family preference visas from the prior year) based on 

employment preference. Finally, the U.S. admits 55,000 diversity immigrants totaling 675,000 

persons admitted as legal permanent residents (LPR’s).  

 

The U.S. also places a per country ceilings of 7% on all nations meaning no nations 

immigrant influx may exceed 7% of total U.S. immigration. For dependent areas the ceiling is 

2%. However, these percentages are contingent on visa roll over from the previous year and in 

some cases may exceed set ceilings. Asylees and refugees may also affect these set numbers for 

there are no numeric restrictions on LPR adjustments for them. Many of these decisions are 

made through tiers carrying varying levels of priority. For example the INA in Sec. 203. 

prioritizes unmarried sons and daughters of citizens over married sons and daughters of citizens 

when allocating visas. Sec. 203. further defines family prioritizations as well as employment-

based prioritization which defines priority by skill and occupation. The skill-based prioritization 



system generally prioritizes prospective immigrants with higher levels of education over those 

with fewer years of schooling. The U.S. government also allows firms to bring foreign nationals 

into the country to fill temporary or seasonal positions via the issuance of H-2A and H-2B visas. 

 

Systems similar to the U.S. policy are common in most westernized nations, particularly 

nations within the European Union. The E.U. allows states to regulate their own non-EU worker 

quotas. In the case of Italy, the Ministry of the Interior will allow 30,850 persons in 2018 on 

working visas. These visas are split into 2 categories; seasonal (18,000) and non-seasonal 

(12,850) and pertain to the nature of their occupation, but as of February 2018 more than 5,000 

persons have arrived by sea as refugees. Policies across the E.U. are generally similar. 

Switzerland has a similar quota system allowing a total of 11,500 persons to enter on work visas 

for either short (7,500) or long (4,000) term. Quotas set by individual nations are generally 

declared annually and are subject to change as are E.U. quotas. 
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