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There are literally thousands of immigration-related statistics that can be used to assess the
success or failure of a country’s immigration policy. This can make the prospect of analyzing the
results of policy changes overwhelming. Because of that, FAIR has compiled and organized the
most important and commonly requested immigration-related statistics from throughout the
Trump administration.
These figures demonstrate several things:
§
§

§

§

Policies such as the Migrant Protection Protocols (MPP) were tremendously helpful in
deterring illegal immigration and reducing asylum fraud.
The administration largely removed the handcuffs from federal law enforcement
agencies, as evidenced by the steady increase in apprehensions and deportations from
U.S. Customs and Border Protection (CBP) and Immigration and Customs Enforcement
(ICE).
While the Trump administration implemented numerous immigration policies that
protected American workers and deterred illegal immigration, there were still many
loopholes in existing policy that encouraged additional illegal immigration and protected
the interests of large corporations over small business and American workers. As such,
the illegal alien population grew considerably, as did the backlog of cases currently
before an immigration judge.
The COVID-19 pandemic led to abnormally low immigration-related figures for FY 2020.
While some of this improvement can indeed be attributed to positive policy change, such
as placing a temporary pause on many guestworker visa categories, most are due to a
weakened economy and international travel restrictions. Because of this, totals for this
year should be considered with a grain of salt.

The statistics and figures in this report can serve as an important basis of comparison between
the Trump and Biden administrations. President Biden immediately scaled back or eliminated
almost every policy implementation from the Trump administration. Conventional wisdom would
suggest that with the reversal of these policies, the positive statistical developments will likely
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reverse as well. This is already evident with the development of an ongoing crisis at the
southern border that developed soon after President Biden’s election.

CBP Apprehension and Inadmissible Totals (Southern Border)
Total
FY 2020

2,371,860
458,088

FY 2019
FY 2018
FY 2017

977,509
521,090
415,173

CBP is one of the federal law enforcement agencies under the Department of Homeland
Security (DHS). It is charged with enforcing U.S. regulations on customs, immigration and trade.
The agency’s most extensive duties include protecting and patrolling all U.S. borders.
Apprehensions refer to the temporary detainment of an individual suspected to be illegally
present in the U.S. and typically results in an arrest. Apprehensions make up roughly 80 percent
of all official CBP encounters at the Southern Border. The Trump administration saw a record
number of apprehensions occur during FY 2019.1 This was due in large part to the booming
economy in the United States, along with numerous mass-migration advocacy groups helping
illegal aliens file bogus asylum claims. These apprehensions dropped significantly with the
implementation of MPP, which required asylum applicants remain in Mexico while their cases
were processed instead of being released into the country. Since the vast majority of asylum
applications are found to have no merit, this discouraged individuals from making the long and
dangerous trek to the United States.
Apprehensions once again increased in early FY 2021, with nearly the entirety of the surge
occurring after Joe Biden won the presidential election. The number of apprehensions at the
southern border doubled in November 2020 (68,512 individuals) compared to November 2019
(33,524 individuals) and have been increasing ever since.2 In fact, FY 2021 will almost certainly
see numbers higher than any year during the Trump administration.3 This is entirely the result of
the Biden administration’s promises of amnesty, as well as the removal of all programs the
Trump administration put into place to deter illegal immigration.
Inadmissible aliens are those migrants encountered at ports of entry who are seeking lawful
admission into the U.S. but are determined to be inadmissible. This encompasses a number of
potential situations, including those who withdraw an application for admission and return to
their countries of origin, and those who present inaccurate or insufficient documentation.
The total number of inadmissible aliens encountered remained relatively static throughout the
Trump administration, increasing by less than 15 percent between FY 2017 and FY 2019,
before decreasing drastically in FY 2020.4 5 6 Again, as for many immigration-related statistics,
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the drop in FY 2020 was due to a drastic decrease in crossings at the southern border.
Inadmissible encounters were especially impacted since many who fall into this category are
typically those who are attempting to enter the country on a short-term basis for reasons other
than work. Since these kinds of admissions were largely paused during the COVID-19
pandemic, it makes sense that fewer individuals would attempt to enter the country for this
purpose.

CBP Total Enforcement Actions (Southern and Northern Border)
Total
FY 2020

3,004,925
646,822

FY 2019
FY 2018
FY 2017

1,148,024
683,178
526,901

Total enforcement actions include both northern and southern border data, as well as actions by
the Office of Field Operations (OFO) and the United States Border Patrol (USBP). Total
enforcement actions for FY 2020 include Title 42 expulsions and Title 8 Apprehensions.7
Beginning in March 2020, the Trump administration ordered the expulsion of individuals who
pose a potential health risk due to COVID-19, either by previously announced travel restrictions
or because they unlawfully entered the country to bypass health screening measures. As a
result, in accordance with Title 42 of U.S. Code Section 265, qualifying individuals would not be
held in congregate areas for processing but rather be immediately expelled to the country of last
transit.
The number of total enforcement actions by CBP dropped in FY 2020 due to the coronavirus
pandemic slowing activity at the southern border. However, encounters of unlawfully present or
inadmissible migrants were rising in an alarming fashion prior to the COVID-19 era. This
increase was primarily due to a growing number of migrants claiming asylum at the southern
border. Between 2012 and 2020, the rate of denied asylum applications rose drastically from
approximately 45 percent to more than 70 percent.
This is due in part to the fact that, prior to the Trump administration’s implementation of MPP in
late FY 2019, most asylum applicants were released into the country pending their court dates.
A large number of these applicants never showed up for their proceedings, opting instead to
disappear into the country. Since MPP eliminated most incentives for filing a bogus asylum
claim by requiring applicants remain in a safe third-party country until their court proceedings
take place, this contributed to the decrease in the number of claims made in the final year of the
Trump administration.
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DHS combines data from both CBP and ICE.8 The DHS apprehension data is larger than the
combined totals of ICE and CBP apprehensions. This is likely due to data corrections made by
the DHS, arrests made by 287g affiliates, or apprehensions by other agencies which are then
turned over to DHS.
DHS Apprehension Totals
3,000,000

2,551,899

2,500,000
2,000,000
1,500,000
1,000,000
500,000

1,013,539
461,540 572,566

504,254
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Total

The 287g program allows for certain local and state law enforcement officers to partner with
DHS in the apprehension and processing of those who are residing in the country illegally. This
program is important because it helps relieve some of the currently overwhelming workload
shouldered by ICE officials, especially with the ongoing crisis at the southern border.
Unfortunately, the Biden administration is curtailing the use of this program, and it’s very
existence is in danger.9 Ending the 287g program puts American communities at risk because it
forces local jurisdictions to release potentially dangerous foreign-born lawbreakers back into
their communities versus turning them over to ICE for removal.
DHS Returns
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432,080

400,000
300,000
200,000
100,000

100,695

159,940

171,445

FY 2018

FY 2019

FY 2017

Total

Returns are the confirmed movement of an inadmissible or deportable alien out of the United
States not based on an order of removal.10 Often, illegal crossers from Mexico that are
apprehended by Border Patrol are given the option to voluntarily return to Mexico. This allows
authorities to return illegal aliens back to their home country without going through the
deportation proceedings that take more time to complete. Others are individuals who were
residing in the United States illegally, but DHS has credible information that the individual left
the country and had not returned by the time these annual statistics were curated.
Returns increased throughout the Trump administration (2020 figures were unavailable at the
time this report was published). This is likely due to two reasons:

Federation for American Immigration Reform | 4

1) The Trump administration increased border security personnel and equipment which led to
additional apprehensions and an increase in voluntary returns.
2) The removal of Obama-era ICE deportation “priorities” that targeted primarily just those with
substantial criminal records resulted in more migrants opting to leave the country of their own
accord versus being apprehended and removed by ICE.
With the de-prioritization of apprehensions and deportations under the Biden administration, it
can be expected that returns will decrease, as illegal aliens feel less pressure to leave the
country for fear of apprehension and expulsion.
ICE Apprehension Totals
548,753

600,000
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400,000
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143,470

158,581

143,099

FY 2017

FY 2018

FY 2019

100,000

103,603

FY 2020
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One of the largest areas of responsibility for ICE is the apprehension, processing, and removal
of individuals who are illegally present in the interior of the country.
ICE apprehensions, otherwise known as administrative arrests, occur within the interior of the
United States. Under the Trump administration, ICE arrests rose by 30% to 143,470 in FY 2017
compared to 110,104 in FY 2016.11 12 13
Throughout the Obama administration, ICE was handcuffed by an apprehension “priority”
system implemented in a series of policies that built on the infamous “Morton Memos.”14 The
policies targeted primarily illegal aliens who committed crimes in addition to unlawful entry
(which is considered a civil offense). As a result, ICE apprehensions and removals dropped
significantly during the Obama administration, especially near the end of his time in office. One
of the first things President Trump did after taking office was to dismantle this system and allow
federal law enforcement to apprehend, process, and remove all immigration lawbreakers.
This new approach was hampered by states and local jurisdictions who chose to release any
illegal aliens they arrested back into the public instead of turning them over to ICE as federal
law requires. These so-called “sanctuary” jurisdictions make it harder on ICE officers to carry
out their federally-mandated duties, and forced them to spend additional time locating often
dangerous criminal aliens throughout the country instead of simply picking up the individual at a
state/local facility.
In their annual report, ICE identified several factors which contributed to a decrease in interior
arrests for FY 2019, noting the growing enforcement needs at the southern border and the lack
of cooperation from increasing jurisdictions nationwide.15 16
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ICE Removals
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Total

ICE removals are simply the deportation of individuals who were apprehended in the interior of
the country. These deportations rose every year during the Trump administration except for FY
2020, when COVID-19 precautions hindered apprehension and removal efforts.17 18 19 20
As noted in the previous section, the Obama-era apprehension and deportation “priorities”
prevented ICE from fully completing their duties. These rules were eliminated during the Trump
administration, which lead to an increase in apprehensions, and subsequently, deportations.
Unfortunately, the Biden administration has restored these damaging Obama-era deportation
priorities. Because of this, it can be reasonably expected that ICE removals will once again
decrease.
Moreover, the Biden administration has re-instated Obama-era “catch and release” policies that
require CBP release individuals into the country. When this is combined with the new
deportation “priorities,” it can be expected that the illegal alien population will increase
drastically since CBP must release immigration lawbreakers into the country and ICE is not
allowed to remove them.
Throughout his presidency, Donald Trump prioritized the apprehension and deportation of illegal
aliens. This commitment is reflected in the totals presented here, especially in regard to ICE
removals, which increased every year until the pandemic-dampened year of 2020.
Illegal Alien Population (In Millions)
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The illegal alien population grew considerably during the Trump administration. This can be
attributed to a number of reasons, including a strong economy throughout most of his
presidency. However, it can also be attributed to a failure to enforce some existing laws or
implement important policies that would deter migrants from coming to the United States
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illegally, such as mandatory E-Verify or the prosecution of businesses that hire those who are
not authorized to work in the United States.
When former President Trump took office, the illegal alien population stood at approximately
12.5 million. When he left, it had bloomed to 14.5 million. The bulk of this increase took place in
2018 and 2019. The impacts of COVID-19 led to only marginal growth in the illegal alien
population during 2020.
As FAIR has noted elsewhere, the illegal alien population is set to surge under the Biden
administration. If he implements all of his preferred policies, the population could exceed 20
million.21
Of course, the Biden administration has also promised to grant amnesty to essentially all illegal
aliens. While this would immediately lower the number of those residing in the United States
without authorization, the negative impacts on taxpayers would only increase, as this population
would also immediately become eligible for federal welfare programs. Previous reports by FAIR
have revealed that illegal aliens earn far less on average than American citizens or lawfully
present immigrants.22
Backlog of Pending Immigration Cases
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One additional element that hinders ICE from deporting more immigration violators is the
growing backlog of immigration court cases. In FY 2017, there were 629,051 pending
immigration cases.23 The following fiscal years saw increases in pending cases, subsequently
causing the backlog to worsen. The lack of adequate immigration judges and staff to handle
these cases has contributed to the backlog as well.24
Under the Trump administration, more immigration judges were hired to alleviate the burden.25
However, the border crisis of FY 2019, which included American-based organizations helping
migrants exploit loopholes and abuse the asylum system, led to an extreme uptick in asylum
applications. The vast majority of these applications are found to be fraudulent, and more than
half of all applicants never even show up for their hearings.26 Because of this, the immigration
caseload has risen to unprecedented numbers.
If not for the implementation of MPP, which required migrants wait in a safe third-party country
while their asylum claims are processed, these figures would be far higher. Since President
Biden rescinded the program, apprehensions and subsequent notices- to-appear have
skyrocketed.
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Drug Seizures (In Pounds)
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Increased border security methods enable CBP to operate more efficiently while patrolling our
southern border. Furthermore, 450 miles of new border wall hinders the operations of illicit drug
traffickers, forcing them through ports of entry. This strategy enables CBP to better utilize
resources such as drug-sniffing dogs and high-tech monitoring equipment. As a result, CBP was
able to prevent almost 2 million pounds of drugs from entering the interior of the United States
during the four years Trump was president – twice the amount seized in all eight years of the
Obama administration.27
Refugee Arrivals
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Under the Trump administration, the number of refugee arrivals to the United States significantly
declined. This is largely due to difficulty in vetting individuals from terrorism-prone countries.28
Additionally, new screening measures were introduced to ensure that all refugee applicants
could be properly vetted, and no potentially dangerous individuals were permitted to enter the
country.
While totals are not yet available for FY 2020, the administration set the refugee cap at just
15,000 in order to protect American workers and limit the possibility of national security threats
entering the country via the refugee program.29
The Biden administration initially announced that they intended to keep the refugee cap at
15,000 in order to protect American workers but reversed course after pressure from open
borders proponents. Now, for FY 2021, the Biden administration drastically increased the
refugee cap to 62,500. That number is higher than it was at any point during the Trump
administration.
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Asylum
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Grants for asylum increased under the Trump administration.30 Fiscal Year 2017 had 26,199
grants for asylum of foreign nationals. In FY 2018, the number of asylum grants that were
issued totaled 37,567. The latest data on asylum admissions revealed 46,508 grants for asylum
were issued in FY 2019.31
These statistics counter the false assertion that former President Trump “dismantled” the
American asylum system, as current President Joe Biden claims.32 FY 2019 saw the most
Asylum claims approved in the 21st Century. And, the administration did this while greatly
reducing asylum fraud by implementing MPP which, as previously mentioned, limited the ability
of applicants to disappear into the country and never show up for their court dates.
These asylum agreements with Mexico and the Central American countries of El Salvador,
Honduras, and Guatemala were immediately revoked by the incoming Biden administration,
despite their tremendous success. As a result, a record number of individuals are once again
flooding the southern border, hoping to take advantage of a once-again flawed asylum system.
While data for FY 2020 is not yet available, approximately 92,800 affirmative asylum
applications and 151,800 defensive asylum applications were filed in the year. Based on
prevailing approval rates (which are extremely low), the number of accepted asylum
applications most likely decreased in FY 2020. As for almost all other statistics included in this
report, the reason for the decrease can largely be attributed to the impacts of COVID-19.
Visa Overstays
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Visa overstays occur when a foreign national remains in the United States past their designated
date to return home. These overstays account for approximately 60 percent of the illegal
immigrant population.33 The bulk of visa overstays comes from those who overstay tourist visas.
While most of these overstayers leave within a year, hundreds of thousands of these individuals
remain indefinitely, and resettle into the country.34
In FY 2017, there were 701,900 visa overstays. The number of visa overstays decreased to
666,582 the following year before rising slightly in FY 2019. While data remains unavailable for
FY 2020, it can safely be assumed that this figure dropped significantly as far fewer visas were
issued due to the COVID-19 pandemic, and very few tourists were allowed into the United
States.
As the United States continues to restrict entry by tourists, it can be expected that figures near
the beginning of the Biden administration may remain low. However, again, with the deprioritization of apprehensions and deportations as directed by the president, we can expect
more and more individuals to overstay their visas once international travel returns to prepandemic levels. When there is little risk of removal from the country, many illegal aliens will
simply opt to enter the country as a tourist, and then remain in the country beyond their
designated date to return home.

Total Nonimmigrant Visas Issued
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Nonimmigrant work and study visas are for foreign nationals who have gained authorization to
enter the United States on a temporary basis for purposes other than tourism. Under the Trump
administration, the issuance of nonimmigrant visas gradually declined. In FY 2017, the total
number of work visas issued was 9,681,913. The visa categories that accumulated large
numbers of foreign nationals were the H-1B, H-2A, H-2B, F-1, and J-1.35 36 37 38
The latest cumulative data available prior to the COVID pandemic shows the grand total of
visas issued at 8,742,068. While the total number of work visas given under the Trump
administration has declined, other visa categories have experienced higher entries of foreign
workers. The H-2A visa category, for example, increased its cap under the administration. In
fact, there were more H-2A visas given during the pandemic-stricken year of 2020, when
millions of Americans were without work, than in any other year of Trump’s presidency.39
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Still, in FY 2020, the total number of visas issued decreased by 4,728,858, or 54 percent. These
measures ensured millions of jobs which would normally go to foreign laborers were given to
U.S. citizens instead. This is another move that the Biden administration has reversed despite
the unemployment rate in the United States remaining much higher than its pre-pandemic
levels.
Approximate Active DACA Recipients
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The Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) program is an initiative created by the
Obama administration in 2012 that granted a “soft amnesty” to illegal aliens that entered the
United States before the age of 16. Under DACA, recipients receive identity documents, work
permits, and temporary relief from deportation. Former President Donald Trump attempted to
end DACA throughout his administration, but all attempts were blocked by activist judges.
These injunctions were highly questionable, as the program was almost certainly illegal to begin
with.40
Under the Trump administration, the number of illegal aliens enrolled in
DACA slowly decreased each fiscal year. In FY 2017, there were approximately 689,800 active
DACA recipients.41 42 43 By the end of FY 2020, the number of active recipients decreased to
643,560.44 The Trump administration attempted to end DACA in June of 2020, but the Supreme
Court blocked any efforts to dismantle the program until the case could be decided in its
entirety. Subsequently, the Trump administration refused to accept any more applications for
DACA.
Since taking office, President Biden has not only began approving new applications for DACA
but has promised amnesty to all DACA-eligible individuals, whether they apply for the program
or not.45

Conclusion
In general, the Trump administration made it much easier for immigration law enforcement
officers to do their job and remove immigration lawbreakers from the United States. This is
reflected in the preceding data ranging over his four years as president. However, there were
still numerous holes in our nation’s immigration policies that allowed the illegal alien population
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to increase during his tenure. Furthermore, large corporations continued to largely get away with
prioritizing foreign labor over unemployed American citizens.
In sharp contrast to the Trump administration, President Biden has already repealed most of the
Trump-era policies that helped reduce asylum fraud, discourage illegal immigration, and protect
the American worker. It can be expected that the progress made in all of these policy areas will
not just disappear, but that things will become far worse than they ever were during the Trump
administration. For example, it is expected that there will be more apprehensions at the
southern border in FY 2021 than occurred at any time during both the Trump and Obama
administrations.
As the American public continues to recover from the COVID-19 pandemic, it makes sense that
immigration policy should continually be adjusted to represent the best interests of American
citizens. The Biden administration has shown that they have no intentions of doing so. By
contrast, all of his moves so far have served only the interests of immigration lawbreakers and
large corporations that would prefer to hire cheap foreign labor over Americans. This report
should serve as a tool to gauge how President Biden’s radical open borders agenda compares
to the Trump administration’s attempt to bring our immigration system back in check.
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