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February 6, 2006 

 

El Centro, Inc., a community-based organization in Wyandotte and Johnson counties that has also 

played a leading role in the local discussion of comprehensive immigration reform, appreciated 

President Bush’s statement in his State of the Union Address on January 31, 2006 that we must 

reject anti-immigrant rhetoric that would have us believe that immigrants are “somehow bad for 

the economy — even though this economy could not function without them.”   

 

Ian Bautista, President/CEO reflected, “The reiteration of the vital importance of immigrants 

to the current and future well being of the United States is critical at a time of rising anti-

immigrant attacks fueled by prejudice rather than fact.  At the same time, though, we are 

joined by many in the Kansas City metropolitan area in expressing disappointment about 

what the President’s speech did not mention, particularly a clear plan for comprehensive 

immigration reform that would reunite families, provide a path to citizenship, restore order to 

a chaotic border, and ensure that immigrant workers can come out of the shadows.” 

 

While the President stated in his speech that, “keeping America competitive requires an 

immigration system that upholds our laws, reflects our values, and serves the interests of our 

economy,” he offered no new ideas to guide Congress’ work on this essential priority.  His 

brief sketch of a temporary guest worker program fell far short of this goal.  This idea, 

combined with discussions of increased immigration enforcement, is much the same as his first 

announcement in January 2004, and the President has clung to it despite criticism from all sides.  He 

has failed to make a statement supporting the more comprehensive immigration reform bills 

proposed in the Congress, particularly the Secure America and Orderly Immigration Act of 2005.    

 

An enforcement and guestworker-only proposal, such as that advocated briefly by President Bush 

last week, is unrealistic, unworkable, and inadequate.  As described in the past, this program would 

match foreign-born workers with American employers under time-limited contracts.  After the end 

of their employment period, these workers would have to return to their countries of origin, in 

many cases uprooting family members and severing deep community ties.  Locally, we are 

concerned about the impact of such a proposal on our neighborhoods, schools, and faith 

institutions, as immigrants are seen only as workers rather than as full participating members of our 

society.   We also have serious doubts about the labor protections afforded to such workers, 

particularly when their legal status is dependent upon their continued employment with a 

particular employer.  We are also worried about the details behind the President’s call for  “stronger 

immigration enforcement and border protection,” particularly as it relates to his expressed support 

for H.R. 4437, passed in December by the U.S. House of Representatives.  This draconian 

enforcement-only ‘reform’ bill includes such items as expedited removal, authorizing local law 

enforcement to take on immigration enforcement, construction of a wall along the U.S./Mexico 

border, and denial of due process protections. 

 

Mission Statement:  The purpose of El Centro and its subsidiaries is to create and sustain educational, social, and 
economic opportunities for families. 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Bautista vowed, “We will continue to work with others in the Kansas City area to build on 

President Bush’s call for a rational, humane response to current immigration dynamics and the 

problems in our immigration laws by building support for comprehensive immigration 

reform.”  Our priority is reform that 1) provides a reasonable path to citizenship for 

undocumented immigrants who have demonstrated their “good faith” presence in the country, 

paid fines for their immigration violations, proven that they have paid their taxes, passed 

criminal and security background checks, and waited in “the back of the line” to become legal 

permanent residents and eventual American citizens; 2) provides for future flows of workers 

and families with a temporary worker program that protects the rights of all workers and 

promotes integration; 3) secures our country with tailored, targeted, effective, and humane 

enforcement of realistic policies; 4) reunifies families by reducing the backlogs; and 5) supports 

local communities in fully integrating new immigrants. 

  

We are a nation of immigrants, and we deserve immigration laws that respect that proud 

tradition while meeting our current needs for unified families, safe and secure borders, a strong 

economic base, and patriotic new Americans.  A safe, legal orderly immigration system would 

alleviate the pressures currently overwhelming the immigration enforcement efforts in this 

country.  Comprehensive reform would allow well-intentioned immigrants to come through a 

legal, orderly, and efficient immigration system. If the bulk of illegal immigration was 

redirected into a legal immigration system, enforcement would be better able to target its 

efforts and resources towards real threats to our national security.  Family values would be 

respected as immigrants escape the fear that plagues their every day under the current, chaotic 

system.  And we would redeem the American Dream by providing a true path to citizenship 

for those who long to be Americans and who are contributing in many ways to this country.  

We believe that President Bush can provide critical leadership towards these urgent and noble 

goals, and we urge him to do so. 
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