
This report provides a summary of INS statistics on
immigrants admitted for legal permanent residence
during fiscal year 1999 (October 1, 1998-September
30, 1999).  Included as legal immigrants for 1999 are:
1) aliens who were previously living abroad and 
2) aliens who were already living in the United
States, in some cases, for many years.  The former
obtain immigrant visas through the U.S.
Department of State (DOS) allowing them to enter

the United States.  The latter adjust status through
the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS). 

In recent years, including fiscal year 1999, the 
number of immigrants granted legal permanent 
residence has been lower than expected due to a
backlog in the number of adjustment of status 

applications pending a decision.  Because the
impact of the backlog on the demographic 
composition of legal immigrants is unknown,
annual trends in immigrant characteristics are not
discussed.

Data were obtained from the Computer Linked
Applicant Information Management System
(CLAIMS) of INS.  CLAIMS maintains 

information from the Immigrant Visa and Alien
Registration (OF-155A) of DOS for immigrant new
arrivals and from applications to adjust status 
(I-485) of INS.  Further information about the data
is included in the Appendix.  An attached set of
tables includes detailed statistical information for
further reference.
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Chart 1.  Legal Immigration: Fiscal years 1901-1999
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Impact of Pending Adjustment of Status
Applications

Between the end of fiscal years 1994 and 1999, the
number of adjustment of status applications
pending a decision increased 830,000 from 121,000
to 951,000.  The impact of pending adjustment of
status applications on legal immigration during 
fiscal years 1995-99 was estimated using the same
method presented in the annual reports on legal
immigration for fiscal years 1997 and 1998.  For
1995-99, it is estimated that legal immigration

would have been 600,000-700,000 higher had 
pending applications not increased by 830,000.
The upper bound estimate of 700,000 assumes that 
7 percent of applications would have been denied 
(the historical denial rate) and that 14 percent were
family preference applicants (the proportion of all
adjustment of status legal immigrants during fiscal
years 1995-99), none of whom contributed to the
decrease in legal immigration.1 The lower bound
estimate of 600,000 takes into account the increase
in the family preference limit in 1996 attributable to
pending adjustment of status applications in fiscal
year 1995.  

The calculations presented above suggest that legal
immigration might have been 120,000-140,000
higher on average each year during 1995-99 
without any increase in the pending caseload.  
It should be noted, as in the 1998 report, that the
average conceals some known annual variation.
Pending adjustment of status applications increased
more during fiscal years 1995 and 1997 than during
fiscal year 1996 when the increase in the family
preference limit offset much of the loss from 
pending applications.  In 1998 and 1999 the decline
in the number of applications received may have
prevented the pending caseload from growing more
rapidly. 

CLAIMS does not maintain data on the 
characteristics of applicants whose adjustment of
status applications are pending a decision.  It may
be assumed that immigrant categories most affected
in 1999 include those which traditionally have had
the highest percentages of adjustments of status
cases: employment preferences; refugees; and
spouses of U.S. citizens.

HIGHLIGHTS

Legal immigration in 1999 (646,568) was 
at its lowest level since 1988 (643,025)  
(see Chart 1).  Fewer immigrants than 
expected have been admitted for legal 
permanent residence in recent years as the 
number of adjustment of status applications 
pending a decision continued to increase
(see Chart 2).  

During the 1995-99 period, total legal 
immigration would have been an 
estimated 600,000-700,000 higher than 
actually reported if the pending caseload 
had not increased.

In 1999, the leading countries of origin 
for legal immigrants included: Mexico 
(147,573), The People’s Republic of China 
(32,204), Philippines (31,026), India 
(30,237), and Vietnam (20,393).  These 
five countries represented 40 percent of all 
immigrants.

The primary destination states for legal 
immigrants in 1999 were: California 
(161,247), New York (96,979), Florida 
(57,484), Texas (49,393), Illinois (36,971),
and New Jersey (34,095).  These six states 
accounted for 68 percent of all legal 
immigrants.

2 Legal Immigration, FY99  

1 Ordinarily family preference adjustment of status applications
pending a decision do not decrease legal immigration because of a
waiting list of applicants.  The DOS regulates immigration under
the preference system by issuing visas to aliens on the waiting list
whenever it appears that the annual limits may not be reached.
Unlike family preferences, there is little wait for most employment
preferences so an increase in pending caseload decreases legal
immigration.



APPENDIX

Notes on Data

Terms and definitions — Legal immigrants 
according to immigration law are persons lawfully
admitted for permanent residence in the United
States.  Other terms used in INS reports to refer to
legal immigrants include: aliens who were granted
legal permanent residence; aliens admitted for legal
permanent residence; immigrants admitted; and
admissions.  

There are two basic administrative paths open to
aliens wishing to become legal permanent residents
depending on their residence at the time of 
application.  Aliens living abroad apply for an
immigrant visa at a consular office of the
Department of State.  Once issued a visa, they may
enter the United States.  They are granted legal 
permanent residence at the time they pass through
the port of entry.  Aliens already living in the
United States, including certain undocumented
immigrants, temporary workers, foreign students,

and refugees, become legal immigrants by filing an
application with the INS for adjustment of status to
legal permanent residence.  Adjustment of status
applicants are granted legal permanent residence at
the time their applications are approved.  New legal
immigrants are automatically authorized to work.
They should receive alien registration cards (“green
cards”) within several weeks of becoming legal 
permanent residents, but in recent years this process
has sometimes taken longer.

Data quality — Most immigrant records for fiscal
year 1999 were identified in CLAIMS based on the
date of approval for legal permanent residence.  
For certain categories of immigrants, including
refugees, asylees, and those granted cancellation of
removal, CLAIMS does not store the approval date
so alternative selection criteria were used.  Refugee
and cancellation of removal records were identified
using the date that approved applications were
received in INS service centers.  Asylee records
were identified by adding one year to the date
appearing in the admission/adjustment date field.
This field stores the date used to count the time
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spent toward meeting the residency requirement for
naturalization.  Asylees are eligible for naturaliza-
tion four years after becoming legal permanent 
residents, so the admission/adjustment date repre-
sents the actual approval date rolled back one year.

The 1998 Legal Immigration Report stated that the
10,000-person annual limit for asylees had been
reached and that the count from CLAIMS (7,546)
was too low.  Subsequent information indicates that
the 7,546 number in CLAIMS reflects the actual
number of asylee applications that were processed
for adjustment of status in 1998.

The INS administers the 10,000-person limit on the
number of asylees allowed to adjust status in a fiscal
year.  The actual number of asylee adjustments was
7,546 in fiscal year 1998 and 3,357 in fiscal year
1999.  The INS authorized for completion a total of
20,000 asylee adjustments subject to the limit during
fiscal years 1998-99.  At the time of this report,
10,076 of these asylees have obtained adjustment of
status during that two-year period. 2 There may be a
multi-year wait between the time that an alien is
granted asylum status and the time the adjustment of
status application is approved due to the waiting list
(currently at approximately 87,000 cases) resulting
from the 10,000 cap and the need to complete 
mandatory processing steps such as fingerprinting and
medical examinations.  The number of cases actually
approved for adjustment is less than the total number
authorized for completion.  Many asylee adjustment
applicants, while awaiting an asylee adjustment 
number, obtained adjustment of status through other
methods such as marriage to a U.S. citizen or legal
permanent resident, or were unable to be located by
the INS due to name and address changes.  The INS
will improve this process in fiscal year 2001 so that
the number of asylees granted permanent resident 
status approaches the 10,000 limit.

The 1998 Legal Immigration Report also stated that
the annual limit on cancellation of removal (4,000)
had been reached.  The actual count in CLAIMS
(428) has since been confirmed as correct.

The cancellation of removal limit is administered
by the Executive Office for Immigration Review
(EOIR) and is counted in the fiscal year that the
alien is granted relief from removal.  The actual
date that the INS processes the cancellation of
removal and adjustment of status order and counts
the alien as an immigrant is later.  Due to delays
in reporting and in aliens approaching the INS for 
further processing after issuance of the order, it
could extend into the succeeding fiscal year. 3  The
number of reported adjustments of status under 
cancellation of removal, therefore, would not be
expected to match the 4,000 limit in a typical
year, even though that limit was reached in both
fiscal years 1998 and 1999.  The number of 
cancellation of removal cases processed by the
INS increased from 428 in fiscal year 1998 to
9,032 in fiscal year 1999. 4

The 1998 legal immigrant total has been reduced 
by 6,026 from previous reports due to the revisions
in the 1998 asylum and cancellation of removal
counts.  Missing values also were a problem in 
fiscal year 1999 especially for adjustment of status
cases for certain variables.  These included: occu-
pation; country of chargeability (preference limit);
nonimmigrant class of entry; and nonimmigrant
year of entry. 

Preference Limits

The Immigration Act of 1990 (P.L. 101-649)
restructured the immigrant categories of admission
and made other modifications to the Immigration
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3 The date that the cancellation of removal was ordered by EOIR is
the official date of permanent residence status in INS records.
4 A total of 577 cancellations of removal and adjustments of status
during 1998-99 were exempt from the 4,000 limit as specified in the
Nicaraguan Adjustment and Central American Relief Act
(NACARA), P.L. 105-100, § 203.

2 A total of 827 Iraqi asylees granted permanent resident status 
during 1998-99 were exempt from the limit as specified in the
Omnibus Consolidated and Emergency Supplemental
Appropriations, 1999, P.L. 105-277, § 128 (1998).



and Nationality Act.  The 1990 Act divided the
preference classes into two general categories:
family-sponsored and employment-based.  Limits
on the number of visas issued in these two
categories are determined annually.

Family-sponsored limits — The worldwide level for
family-sponsored preferences is calculated as:

480,000 minus the number of aliens who 
were issued visas or adjusted to legal
permanent residence in the previous fiscal 
year as 1) immediate relatives of U.S. 
citizens, 2) children born subsequent to 
the issuance of a visa to an accompanying 
parent, 3) children born abroad to lawful 
permanent residents on temporary trips 
abroad, and 4) certain categories of aliens 
paroled into the United States in the second 
preceding fiscal year (1997), plus unused 
employment preferences in the previous 
fiscal year. 

The 1990 Act specifies that the family-sponsored
limit may not fall below a minimum of 226,000 in
any year.  The number of legal permanent residents
issued visas or who adjusted in fiscal year 1998
under categories 1-3 listed above was 288,810.  
The number of parolees in 1997 was estimated at

more than 25,000.  The number of unused 
employment-based visas in 1998 was 53,571.  The
1999 family-sponsored limit, therefore, was set to
226,000 (480,000 - 288,810 - 25,000 + 53,571 =
219,761, which is below 226,000).  The limits for
each of the family-sponsored preferences and their
descriptions are shown below.

Employment-based limits — The 1990 Act specifies
that the worldwide limit on employment-based
preference immigrants is equal to 140,000 plus
unused family-sponsored preference visas in the
previous year.  The limit for fiscal year 1999 was
set to 160,906 (140,000 + 20,906 family preference
visas in 1998).

Per-country limits — The per-country limit on 
preference immigration for independent countries
is set to 7 percent of the total family and employ-
ment limits (226,000 + 160,906 = 386,906), while 
dependent areas are limited to 2 percent of the
total.  The 1999 limit for independent foreign states
was 27,083 (7 percent of 386,906) and the limit for
dependencies was 7,738 (2 percent of 386,906).

Diversity limits — This classification became 
effective in fiscal year 1995.  The annual limit 
is set at 55,000.
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Categories of Immigrants Included in World-Wide Annual Limit Specified in Section 201 of the
Immigration and Nationality Act: Fiscal Year 1999 Limits

PREFERENCE DESCRIPTION LIMIT

Family-sponsored immigrants 480,000 1 480,000 1

Family-sponsored preferences 226,000 226,000

First Unmarried sons and daughters of U.S. citizens and their children 23,400 2 23,400 2

Second Spouses, children, and unmarried sons and daughters of permanent 
resident aliens 114,200 3 114,200 3

Third Married sons and daughters of U.S. citizens 23,400 3 23,400 3

Fourth Brothers and sisters of U.S. citizens (at least 21 years of age) 65,000 3 65,000 3

Immediate relatives of adult U.S. citizens (spouses, children, Not limited: Not limited:

and parents) and children born abroad to alien residents 254,000 1 254,000 1

Employment-based preferences 140,000 160,906

First Priority workers 40,040 4 46,020 4

Second Professionals with advanced degrees or aliens of exceptional ability 40,040 3 46,019 3

Third Skilled workers, professionals, needed unskilled workers                                       40,040 3 46,019 3

Fourth Special immigrants 9,940 11,424

Fifth Employment creation (“Investors”) 9,940 11,424

Diversity 55,000 55,000

TOTAL 675,000 695,906

Note: The annual limits are adjusted based on visa usage in the previous year.
1 The number of immediate relatives of U.S. citizens included in these figures is assumed to be 254,000.  Immediate relatives may enter without any limitation; 
however, the limit for family-sponsored preference immigrants in a fiscal year is equal to 480,000 minus the number of immediate relatives admitted in the 
preceding year.  The limit of family-sponsored preference visas cannot fall below a minimum of 226,000—the worldwide limit of 480,000 minus 254,000.    
2 Plus unused family 4th preference visas.
3 Visas not used in higher preferences may be used in these categories.
4 Plus unused employment 4th and 5th preference visas.

UNADJUSTED

LIMIT
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Table 1. Immigrants Admitted by Major Category of Admission: Fiscal Years 1996-99

Category of admission
1999 1998 1 1997 1996

Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent

Total .................................................
New arrivals ................................
Adjustments of status .................

Categories related to world-wide
limits .........................................

Family-sponsored immigrants ......
Family-sponsored preferences 

Unmarried sons/daughters of 
U.S. citizens .....................

Spouses and children of 
alien residents .................

Married sons/daughters of 
U.S. citizens .....................

Siblings of U.S. citizens .........
Immediate relatives of U.S.

citizens .................................
Spouses ................................
Parents ..................................
Children ................................
Children born abroad to 

alien residents .................

Legalization dependents ...............

Employment-based preferences ..
Priority workers ...........................
Professionals with advanced 

degree or of exceptional 
ability .....................................

Skilled workers, professionals, 
unskilled workers ...................

Special immigrants .....................
Investors .....................................

Diversity programs ........................
Permanent ..................................
Transition ....................................

Other categories ............................
Amerasians .................................
Parolees, Soviet and 

Indochinese ..........................
Refugees and asylees ..............

Refugee adjustments ............
Asylee adjustments ...............

Cancellation of removal ..............
Total, IRCA legalization ..............
NACARA 2 ...................................
Other .........................................

654,451
357,037
297,414

598,787

475,750
191,480

17,717

88,488

22,257
63,018

284,270
151,172
61,724
70,472

902

21

77,517
21,408

14,384

34,317
6,584

824

45,499
45,499

X

55,664
346

1,225
52,191
44,645
7,546

428
955

1
518

100.0
54.6
45.4

91.5

72.7
29.3

2.7

13.5

3.4
9.6

43.4
23.1
9.4

10.8

.1

Z

11.8
3.3

2.2

5.2
1.0
.1

7.0
7.0

X

8.5
.1

.2
8.0
6.8
1.2
.1
.1
Z
.1

100.0
47.7
52.3

84.6

67.1
26.7

2.8

14.2

2.7
6.9

40.4
21.3
9.3
9.6

.2

Z

11.3
2.7

2.1

5.3
1.0
.2

6.2
6.2

Z

15.4
.1

.2
14.0
12.8
1.3
.6
.3
X
.1

915,900
421,405
494,495

772,737

596,264
294,174

20,909

182,834

25,452
64,979

302,090
169,760
66,699
63,971

1,660

184

117,499
27,501

18,462

62,756
7,844

936

58,790
58,245

545

143,163
956

2,269
128,565
118,528
10,037
5,812
4,635

X
926

1 The 1998 immigrant total has been revised.
2 Section 202 of the Nicaraguan Adjustment and Central American Relief Act of November 1997.

X  Not applicable. Z  Rounds to less than .05 percent.

100.0
62.1
37.9

89.8

73.7
33.5

3.5

16.7

3.7
9.7

40.1
19.8
9.5

10.7

.2

X

8.8
2.3

1.3

4.3
.8
Z

7.4
7.4

X

10.2
Z

.3
6.6
6.1
.5

1.4
Z

1.7
.1

798,378
380,719
417,659

675,816

535,771
213,331

22,536

113,681

21,943
55,171

322,440
170,263
74,114
76,631

1,432

64

90,607
21,810

17,059

42,596
7,781
1,361

49,374
49,360

14

122,562
738

1,844
112,158
102,052
10,106
4,628
2,548

X
646

646,568
401,775 
244,793 

580,833

476,445
216,883

22,392 

108,007 

24,040 
62,444 

259,562 
127,988 
61,483 
69,113 

978 

X

56,817 
14,898 

8,581 

27,966 
5,086 

286 

47,571 
47,571 

X

65,735 
239 

1,827 
42,852
39,495 
3,357 
9,032 

8 
11,267 

510

100.0
46.0
54.0

84.4

65.1
32.1

2.3

20.0

2.8
7.1

33.0
18.5
7.3
7.0

.2

Z

12.8
3.0

2.0

6.9
.9
.1

6.4
6.4
.1

15.6
.1

.2
14.0
12.9
1.1
.6
.5
X
.1




