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Introduction
In response to local challenges and shifting federal agendas, 

county lawmakers in several states have recently proposed and/
or issued resolutions and ordinances related to immigration. 
One set of counties has associated illegal immigration, in 

particular, with a breakdown of the rule of law, a decline in 
local safety and unfair burdens on local communities. 
Another set of counties has focused on the cultural and eco-

nomic contributions of immigrants, on the need to safeguard 
the rights of all immigrants, and on integrating document-
ed and undocumented immigrants into local communities. 
Some of these counties have also advocated for a “path to 
citizenship” to be facilitated by federal immigration reform.
Whatever their perspective, county lawmakers have cast 

their recent efforts in the context of a flawed federal system.  
Federal policy in the last two decades has led to increases 
in the numbers of immigrants1.  At the same time, national 
policy has become more restrictive2  in terms of public health 
and social supports for both legal and illegal immigrants.  
County officials cite these mixed policy directions, and they 
present local measures as substitutes for federal policy re-
form.
However, county policy agendas, either in the direction of 

immigration status checks or in the direction of integration 
and “sanctuary” are currently subject to intense legal scru-
tiny or intergovernmental pressure.  The recent ruling3 that 
a town of Hazelton, Pennsylvania’s ordinance is unconsti-
tutional and in violation of federal law is an indication that 
some county government actions described below will be 
subject to legal challenge.  On the other hand, recent con-
gressional policy proposals4  have sought to deny funds for 
certain alien-related law enforcement programs to localities 
that have self-imposed restrictions on enforcing federal im-
migration law. 
The potential for conflict between local and federal law 

makes it all the more important to gain a clear understanding 
of current local developments.  The next two sections describe 
recent county legislative developments with this objective in 
mind.  A third section highlights some additional local pro-
grammatic responses.

Focus on immigration  
status checks
County councils or boards in New York, Pennsylvania, 

Virginia, Georgia, North Carolina and South Carolina, and 
Tennessee have debated or issued policies focused on veri-
fication of immigration status.  Status checks are prescribed 
variously for rental applications in housing, for county hir-
ing and contracting practices and for law enforcement pro-
cedures.  Some counties also resolved to establish clear and 
legal guidelines outlining county discretion in providing 
public benefits and services, depending upon recipients’ im-
migration status.

- Rental markets and “harboring” 
Similar to the Hazelton ordinance, Cherokee County, Geor-

gia’s ordinance 2006-003 states that it is “unlawful for any 
person or business entity that owns a dwelling unit in the 
County […] to harbor an illegal alien in the dwelling unit 

[…].”  The policy, currently not in effect pending court de-
cisions, establishes procedures for dwelling unit owners to 
request county government verification of the immigration 
status of tenants and also allows for the county to “deny or 
suspend” the license of businesses that fail to “correct a vio-
lation.” Moreover, these businesses would be forbidden to 
collect rent.  A similar ordinance was proposed in Davidson 
County, TN. 

- Labor markets, contracting and eligibility
Several counties have centered policy agendas on verifica-

tion of eligibility to work.  Attention has been directed to 
countywide labor or contracting markets, or, more directly, 
on county government hiring and procurement of contractor 
services.
Using the business license or a certification program as a 

mechanism to regulate labor markets are options adopted by 
counties.  Beaufort County, SC requires that all applicants 
for a business license attest that the licensee does not know-
ingly hire or utilize the services of an unauthorized alien 
(O-2006-31).  The ordinance also establishes auditing, in-
vestigative and enforcement procedures, including suspen-
sion of a business license.

Allegheny County, PA created a “Contractor Information 
Program” that allows “the general public to identify and com-
pare contractors within the county” (O-2330-06).   Contractors 
“may” participate in the program if they certify, among other 
things, that they are bonded, insured, and employ individuals 
who are eligible to work in the U.S.. 
These approaches have also been used for internal county 

operations.  Forsyth County, NC passed a resolution in 2006 
requiring all county employees to provide documentation in-
dicating authorization to work.  The resolution also directs the 
county manager to facilitate training to ensure internal com-
pliance with federal law in recruiting, hiring, and contracting 
practices.  Likewise, Suffolk County, NY approved a resolu-
tion (1056-2006) that requires businesses and employers do-
ing business with the county, where compensation is 100 per-
cent funded by the county, to file sworn affidavits certifying 
that employees are legally eligible to be employed in the U.S..  
The law establishes fines and penalties, including possible 
imprisonment, for violators.  A third violation is grounds for 
ineligibility for contracts, financial assistance or loans.
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- Local enforcement of federal law
Federal homeland security legislation is cited in several reso-

lutions and ordinances.  In particular, some5 councils or boards 
directed or encouraged local law enforcement to establish co-
operative agreements with the federal government under Title 
8, Subsection 1357(g).  Prince William County, VA supervisors 
approved a resolution (07-609) directing police officers to in-
quire about citizenship or immigration status “incident to any 
lawful detention,” if police officers determine probable cause 
of a violation of immigration law.  In case of a violation, of-
ficers will verify immigration status and cooperate with fed-
eral immigration authorities.  The resolution does not specify 
a mechanism for determining probable cause, instead formally 
leaving that responsibility to county police6. 

- Provision of public services and benefits
County meeting minutes and preambles to adopted policies 

reveal concerns about costs and due access of public ser-
vices delivered to immigrants.  These concerns have led cer-
tain counties to seek clarity in defining their responsibilities 
with respect to immigration status.  Prince William County 
and Loudoun County, VA resolutions contain language that 
prohibits restrictions on county officials from using or ex-
changing lawfully obtained information on immigration sta-
tus.  Both resolutions direct the county administrator or the 
executive to outline “authority and legal conditions under 
which [the county] provides benefits and services to local 
residents.” Lawmakers in these two counties were conscious 
that federal laws require protection of the civil rights of citi-
zens and aliens.  Hence, they included guidelines to ensure 
that directives would not be construed to deny emergency 
medical services or other state or federally mandated benefits 
and services.  Still, the resolutions were written with a goal of 
gaining clarity7 with regard to county discretion.

Focus on integration, rights or 
sanctuary8

Councils or boards in San Francisco County, CA, Cook 
County, IL and King9 County, WA all have debated and/or 
passed legislation underscoring human rights, solidarity or 
the need for a “path to citizenship.” 
San Francisco has been a self-declared “City of Refuge” 

since 1989.  In 2006, the board reinstated its “commitment to 
providing a safe, healthy and dignified place to live for its im-
migrant communities, regardless of immigration status.” The 
resolution also reaffirmed provisions in the 1989 ordinance 
prohibiting use of city resources to enforce federal immigra-
tion law or gather or disseminate information about individu-
als’ immigration status (R-33-06). 
Members of the Cook County, IL Board of Commissioners 

have also proposed10 similar resolutions for a “sanctuary” or 
a “fair and equal” county.  The proposals, except under cer-
tain conditions, would seek to prohibit county offices from 
conditioning provision of services or benefits on immigration 
status.  The proposals would also prohibit the Sheriff’s Office 
from making inquiries about immigration status for “the sole 
purpose of determining whether an individual has violated 
[…] civil immigration laws.”
Preambles to policies, in these cases, reflect concerns in re-

sponse to various immigration or homeland security propos-
als in Congress as well disagreements with federal implemen-
tation at the local level. 

Some integration and  
public service initiatives
Several counties and other local governments have devel-

oped programs that address immigrants’ opportunities in 
labor markets, immigrant integration, and public health and 
public safety.

- Employment
In 2006, a Cook County commissioner proposed an ordinance 

to respond to a “shortage of trained medical professionals” and 
Latino “bilingual professionals” by working with Latin Ameri-
can Consulates in Cook County to identify, train, sponsor and 
employ Latin American individuals who are currently enrolled 
in college or seeking US licensure and desire to become health-
care professionals [...]” in the Cook County health bureau.

Day labor markets have been established in some areas as an 
alternative to less formal venues.  For example, Maryland’s 
Montgomery11 County officials have partnered with CASA de 
Maryland Inc., an immigrant advocacy group, to run a day 
labor market center outside of Gaithersburg, Maryland.  As is 
frequently the case12 with “work centers” across the country, 
CASA has popular education programs and offers vocational, 
English language and legal training services to day laborers 
and others.  Montgomery County, in addition, participates in 
a larger community coalition that provides resources for adult 
literacy and “English for speakers of other languages.” The 
county helped design this coalition strategy that links program 
elements to local workforce development needs13.
These different labor market efforts illustrate several inte-

gration strategies addressing workers with varying skill and 
educational levels.

- Extending access to health care
In a majority of states, counties have a public health charge14.  

Counties provide health services or coverage for low income 
and indigent populations, and they also have responsibilities 
toward the health of the population in general.  
Under current law15, counties that provide regular pub-

lic health services or coverage to certain documented and 
undocumented residents have been obliged to secure non-
federal funding.  California is one state that has supported  
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coverage programs for legal, low income immigrants that are 
excluded from federal coverage.  In addition, Santa Clara, 
Alameda, Los Angeles and San Francisco16  are all examples 
of counties in California that have taken actions to extend 
coverage or services to low income adults and/or children 
who were ineligible to receive state or federal support. 
To expand coverage, these counties have participated in co-

alitions of intergovernmental, non-profit, and advocacy and 
foundation groups.  Allocating public funds, securing addi-
tional private funding, streamlining application procedures, 
extending the duration of eligibility, and using culturally 
sensitive community-based networking have all been central 
strategies.
Santa Clara County’s programs were developed starting 

in 2000 in anticipation of tobacco settlement monies, and 
evolved into a Children’s Healthcare Initiative.  By guar-
anteeing coverage for all children below 300 percent of the 
poverty level, the initiative expanded access to care for chil-
dren whose income and/or immigration status left them un-
insured.  The county achieved a 98 percent coverage rate for 
all children in 200517.  
Similarly, Alameda County, CA experimented with a pilot 

supplementary program with the long term goal of achieving 
universal coverage among adults and children regardless of 
immigration status.  An “Alameda County Access to Care 
Collaborative” worked with the Alameda County Board of 
Supervisors to develop programs that, at least during the pi-
lot period, expanded coverage and led to an increase in the 
use of preventive services18.  
To help achieve public health goals, county coalitions in 

California have enlisted “cultural brokers19” and placed 

them among public, private and non-profit health provid-
er networks. These brokers play an intermediary role. For  
example, The LA Times reported that “More than 30 com-
munity agencies and government bodies […] employ local 
health advocates throughout the county.  These workers, often 
bilingual or located in clients’ neighborhoods, travel door to 
door or work in storefront offices to help people navigate the 
healthcare bureaucracy20.”  
Evaluations of county programs in California point to suc-

cesses both in terms of increasing enrollment and coverage 
and also in terms of positive spillover effects.  An example 
of the latter is the case of LA Healthy Kids where expanded 
enrollment had a broader public health payoff as the program 
helped families catch up on immunizations21.  
Successes have, however, coincided with new financial pres-

sures.  Some counties have had to freeze enrollments and cre-
ate waiting lists.  Moreover, analysts are projecting deficits22, 
and the funding situation has led leaders in county coalitions 
to advocate for broader and more stable state funding mecha-
nisms23.  State government and California voters may take up 
this issue in the next couple years24. 

- Combined public safety and public health 
Some other local government efforts directed toward immi-

grants have relied on administrative integration in service de-
livery.  Lynn (2002) describes a City of Portland, Maine alli-
ance of public health and public safety agencies working with 
immigrant and refugee populations.  The program, based in 
3 community policing centers, combined strategies involving 
education, preventive health, crime prevention, and monitor-
ing of at-risk-youth.  An early study of the program suggested 

County/City State Legal 
document # or title

Date passed,  
introduced, or 

other

San Francisco City and 
County

CA R
33-06 
(file no. 060067)

1/24/2006

Cherokee County GA O 2006-003 12/5/2006

Cook County IL PR Item #16 9/7/2006

Cook County IL PR Item #83 6/5/2007

Cook County IL PO Hiring new Americans 11/9/2006

Forsyth County NC R Resolution outlining compliance … 10/23/2006

Suffolk County NY R/L 1056-2006/(52-2006) 9/17/2006

Allegheny County PA PO 2514-06 4/4/2006

Allegheny County PA O 2330-06 4/4/2007

Beaufort County SC R 2006-35 11/27/2006

Beaufort County SC R 2006-39 12/11/2006

Beaufort County SC O 2006-31 12/27/2006

Davidson County TN PO BL2006-1234 (deferred)

Loudoun County VA R Item # 23; Resolution reaffirming… 7/17/2007

Prince William County VA R Res. No. 07-609 7/10/2007

King County WA R 2006-0203 5/22/2006

R – resolution, PR – proposed resolution, O – ordinance, PO –  proposed ordinance, R/L – resolution and law.

Resolutions and ordinances examined
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that these synergies enhanced community stability.  In 2007, 
Lynn25  noted that, while the program has been discontinued, 
it did generate changes in institutional practice.  In particu-
lar, “the co-location of police neighborhood stations in close 
proximity to area clinics continues the legacy.”  Given existing 
diversities and demographic trends, combined public health 
and public safety strategies as well as strategies that increase 
cultural skills of county workers may better address long-term 
community stability in areas experiencing population growth.

Looking ahead
Counties are reacting in different ways to local challenges as-

sociated with immigration, undocumented workers and labor 
market needs. 
In the near term, the Hazelton decision suggests that coun-

ties will have to focus on mechanisms other than immigration 
status checks in housing and certain employment contexts. On 
the other hand, new federal agendas encourage increasing lo-
cal participation in enforcement of immigration policy in the 
criminal justice system.
Counties that have adopted a less restrictive stance toward 

immigration are highlighting strategies that improve public 
safety and public health through integration.  These efforts, 
considered essential by local advocates, are in several cases 
subject to fiscal strain given current state, local and federal 
policy frameworks.
The above discussion illustrates diverse policy perspectives 

and implementation strategies.  Constitutionality, federalism, 
human rights, due process and economics all shape the fea-
sibility of local options.  An understanding of these different 
dimensions will be helpful in upcoming policy discussions. 

Endnotes
1See Lynn (2002, page 135); see also Hirota et al. (2006, page 

84).
2See Lynn (2002, page 135); see also Hirota et al. (2006, page 

84).
3According to the New York Times, Judge James M. Munley 

of Federal District Court ruled that the Hazelton ordinances 
“interfered with federal law, which regulates immigration, and 
violated the due process rights of employers, landlords and il-
legal immigrants” (Preston 2007).

4See Booth (2006, page 1077).
5See, for example, Beaufort County, SC; Allegheny County, 

PA (proposed); Loudoun County, VA; Prince William County, 
VA.

6See Vargas (2007) for details on the implementation of this 
section of the resolution.

7See Moore (2007) for a discussion summarizing eligibility for 
publicly funded benefits and services. 

8The Chicago Sun Times citing a 2006 Congressional Re-
search Service report notes that thirty two cities including Los 
Angeles, Houston, New York, Seattle, Denver and San Fran-
cisco provide for sanctuary in some form (Cepeda 2007).

9See King County Resolution 2006-0203.
10See agendas for September 7, 2006 and for June 19, 2007.
11See Hendrix (2007).
12See Gonzalez (2007).
13See the website for the Montgomery Coalition for Adult 

Literacy and English for Speakers of Other Languages  

(M-CALESOL) at www.mcael.org/aboutus.html.
14See NACo (2007).
15The 1996 welfare reform and immigration provisions 

bar legal immigrants from programs such as Medicaid and 
SCHIP during their first 5 years of residency (see Hirota et al. 
2006, page 84; and GIRC 2006, page 106).

16San Francisco City and County established a Children’s 
Health Initiative in the first part of this decade. In 2006, the 
city and county also adopted its Health Care Security Ordi-
nance (HCSO). This ordinance provides for direct health ser-
vices, not insurance, to all low income uninsured residents, 
including immigrants. San Francisco policy also includes a 
health-spending employer mandate for employers with more 
than 20 employees. See SFDPH (2006).

17See GCIR (2006) and Children Now (2007).
18See Hirota et al. (2006). The authors note that note that the 

pilot program was discontinued after its 5th year for financial 
reasons, though some of the enrollees would be covered under 
different programs.

19For a concise description of this strategy, see NACCHO 
(2005).

20See Rosenblatt (2007).
21See Howell et al. (2006).
22See Stevens et al. (2007a).
23See Stevens et al. (2007b).
24See Skelton (2007).

   25Personal communication, July 31, 2007. 
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