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IMMIGRANTS, FISCAL YEAR 1999



I. IMMIGRANTS

This section presents information on the number and characteristics of persons 
who come to the United States for permanent residence, including 
persons arriving with that status and those adjusting
to permanent resident status after entry.

Immigrants, as defined by U.S. immigration law, are per-
sons lawfully admitted for permanent residence in the

United States. Other terms used in INS reports to refer to
immigrants include: aliens who are granted legal permanent
residence; aliens admitted for legal permanent residence;
immigrants admitted; and admissions. (See Appendix 2.)

Aliens wishing to become legal immigrants follow one of
two paths 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 and become
legal immigrants when they pass through the port of entry.
Aliens already living in the United States, including certain
undocumented immigrants, temporary workers, foreign 
students, and refugees, file an application for adjustment of
status (to legal permanent residence) with the INS.  At the
time they apply for adjustment of status, they may also apply
for work permits.  Adjustment of status applicants are 
granted legal permanent residence at the time their applica-
tions are approved.  New legal immigrants are automatically
authorized to work and should receive alien registration
cards (“green cards”) soon after becoming legal permanent 
residents. 

U.S. Immigration Program
U.S. law gives preferential immigration status to persons
with a close family relationship with a U.S. citizen or legal
permanent resident, persons with needed job skills, or 
persons who qualify as refugees.  Immigrants in other 
categories usually account for relatively few admissions.  An
exception occurred during 1989-92 when over 2.6 million
former illegal aliens gained permanent resident status
through the legalization provisions of the Immigration and
Reform and Control Act (IRCA) of 1986.

Worldwide immigration subject to numerical limits
The Immigration Act of 1990 specified a worldwide level of
immigration for certain categories of immigrants with an
annual limit that could range between 421,000 and 675,000
depending on admissions in the previous year.  These 
categories and their limits include family-sponsored 
preferences (226,000 to 480,000), employment-based 

preferences (140,000), and diversity immigrants (55,000).
The family preference limit is equal to the larger of either
226,000 or a calculation consisting of 480,000 minus 1) the
previous year’s total of immediate relatives of U.S. citizens,
2) two numerically small categories of children, and 3) 
certain categories of aliens paroled into the United States in
the second preceding fiscal year plus any unused employ-
ment preferences from the previous year (see Appendix 1).
The employment preference limit can be higher than
140,000 if family preferences go unused in the previous
year.

Other categories of immigrants, for example, asylees, are
also subject to some form of numerical or time bound 
limitation.  However, these categories typically involve
small numbers of aliens and are covered under other 
sections of immigration law. 

Preference immigrants
Family sponsored preferences consist of four categories:
unmarried sons and daughters of U.S. citizens and their
children; spouses, children, and unmarried sons and 
daughters of legal permanent residents; married sons and
daughters of U.S. citizens and their spouses and children;
and brothers and sisters, including spouses and children, of
U.S. citizens ages 21 and over.  The employment-based
preferences consist of five categories: priority workers;
professionals with advanced degrees or aliens of 
exceptional ability; skilled workers, professionals (without
advanced degrees), and needed unskilled workers; special
immigrants (e.g., ministers, religious workers, and 
employees of the U.S. government abroad); and 
employment creation immigrants or “investors”.  Spouses
and children are also included in the employment 
preference limit.  The 1999 limits are shown in Appendix 1.

The Department of State is responsible for determining the
annual limits and visa allocation for preference immigra-
tion.  A per-country limit is also calculated annually and is
limited to 7 percent of the annual total; the limit for
dependent areas is 2 percent of the annual total.  The 
maximum number of visas allowed under the preference
system in 1999 was 386,906–226,000 for family-sponsored
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