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Immigrants Under Fire:  

How State Attorneys General Defend Immigrant Rights In Challenging Times 

Authors: AG Studies Staff and Policy Fellows 

 
Note: This publication uses the term immigrant to refer to all foreign-born individuals who have 
temporarily or permanently moved to the U.S. for any reason. 

 
Role of State Attorneys General 

As the “People’s Lawyer,” state attorneys general (AGs) have a duty to advocate for the interests 
of all individuals within their jurisdictions, including immigrants. And as sworn defenders of the 
U.S. Constitution, AGs are tasked with upholding the rights of all individuals—regardless of 
their immigration status. The role of AGs in safeguarding immigrant communities has become 
more critical in light of the upcoming Trump Administration’s plans for mass deportations, which 
have instilled fear and anxiety in both documented and undocumented individuals.  

 
Anti-Migrant Views On The Rise 

The upcoming Trump administration blames immigrants for a wide range of societal issues, such 
as Americans’ financial struggles and a perceived, yet unfounded, rise in crime.  Despite these 
claims, research shows that immigration is associated with profound economic and social 
benefits, including higher wages for many U.S.-born workers and improved crime rates in certain 
areas. 

Notably, many immigrants tend to complement U.S.-born workers and increase their 
productivity. Their presence also drives business and job creation. This is attributed in part to 
their highly entrepreneurial spirit and the fact that they represent an added supply of workers and 
consumers for American businesses.  

Immigrants are also 60% less likely to be incarcerated than the U.S.-born population. 
Undocumented immigrants are even less likely to commit serious crimes, such as misdemeanors 
and felonies, compared to both U.S.-born residents and immigrants with legal status. Some 
studies even show that crime rates in certain metropolitan areas actually decrease as the number 
of undocumented immigrant residents rises. 

https://agstudies.org/attorney-general-101/
https://constitution.congress.gov/browse/essay/artVI-C3-1/ALDE_00000387/
https://constitution.congress.gov/browse/essay/artVI-C3-1/ALDE_00000387/
https://time.com/7171654/donald-trump-immigration-plan-2024/
https://www.rollingstone.com/politics/politics-features/trump-springfield-ohio-haitians-terrified-1235171187/
https://www.ndtv.com/world-news/undocumented-immigrants-in-us-terrified-frustrated-as-trump-returns-6968785
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2024/10/09/trump-immigrants-charleroi-haitians/
https://www.cssny.org/news/entry/national-poll-economic-hardships-american-middle-class-true-cost-of-living-press-release
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2024/08/29/the-link-between-local-news-coverage-and-americans-perceptions-of-crime/
https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/analysis-opinion/debunking-myth-migrant-crime-wave
https://www.fwd.us/news/americans-and-immigration/
https://www.cnbc.com/2024/09/28/are-immigrants-taking-jobs-from-us-workers-heres-what-economists-say.html
https://thenext100.org/how-immigrants-expand-opportunity-for-all-americans/?gad_source=1&gclid=Cj0KCQiAsOq6BhDuARIsAGQ4-zikmCYXLCS4btJAN8w8Kcq-OIL3ZwZc30dphm48XyWDx7FCviejKBQaAnOyEALw_wcB
https://immigrationimpact.com/2024/07/09/immigrants-do-not-take-americans-jobs-wages/#:~:text=As%20immigration%20rose%2C%20wages%20increased,%2C%20and%20benefit%20from%20it.%E2%80%9D&text=Share:
https://www.americanimmigrationcouncil.org/research/debunking-myth-immigrants-and-crime#:~:text=The%20American%20Immigration%20Council%20compared,prior%20research%20on%20this%20topic.
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/what-immigration-means-for-u-s-employment-and-wages/#:~:text=Because%20of%20these%20factors%2C%20economists,the%20immigrants'%20level%20of%20education.
https://www.americanimmigrationcouncil.org/news/fortune-500-2024-report-immigrant-entrepreneurs-create-jobs-across-united-states
https://hbr.org/2021/08/research-why-immigrants-are-more-likely-to-become-entrepreneurs?registration=success
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/what-immigration-means-for-u-s-employment-and-wages/#:~:text=Because%20of%20these%20factors%2C%20economists,the%20immigrants'%20level%20of%20education.
https://www.cfr.org/in-brief/how-does-immigration-affect-us-economy#:~:text=Yes.,Immigration%20and%20Migration
https://www.nber.org/papers/w31440
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/content/immigrants-and-crime#:~:text=Lower%20Crime%20Rates%20in%20Communities,%E2%80%9Cnon%2Dsanctuary%E2%80%9D%20cities
https://nij.ojp.gov/topics/articles/undocumented-immigrant-offending-rate-lower-us-born-citizen-rate#:~:text=Every%20other%20violent%20and%20property,to%20constant%20throughout%20the%20period
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/content/immigrants-and-crime#:~:text=Some%20research%20suggests%20that%20unauthorized,%E2%80%9Cnon%2Dsanctuary%E2%80%9D%20cities.
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Other key benefits of immigration include greater government revenue, fewer labor shortages in 
critical sectors like agriculture and healthcare, reduced inflation, improved worker talent pool, 
enhanced innovation, and expanded artistic, scientific, and intellectual opportunities. 
Immigration has also shaped the nation’s rich and diverse cultural identity, with most Americans 
tracing their roots back to immigrant ancestors.  

Of course, immigration also poses significant challenges. Several major cities have experienced 
an influx of immigrants over the last few years, which has greatly strained local resources. This 
pressure has also affected smaller cities like Springfield, Ohio, where a surge in Haitian 
immigrants has boosted the economy, but also challenged officials’ ability to effectively meet the 
needs of the rapidly rising population. 

Additionally, some long-term Latino immigrant residents feel resentful that new arrivals seem to 
have been granted access to greater privileges and benefits than they themselves have ever 
received. Certain Black Americans have also expressed frustration over city tax dollars being 
used to house new immigrants while their own long-standing needs go unmet.  

In spite of these tensions, a 2024 survey found that most Americans do not support mass 
deportation, but instead favor allowing established immigrants, particularly those without a 
criminal record, to remain in the U.S. This suggests that most Americans support protecting 
established immigrant communities.  

Nevertheless, hateful anti-immigrant rhetoric is spreading like wildfire in countries such as the 
U.S., which has seen a rise in the far-right movement. As a result, immigrants are facing 
mounting public backlash and severe government policies targeting them and jeopardizing the 
wellbeing of their U.S. born children and families. These challenges underscore the ongoing 
need for strong state AG leadership to support and defend immigrant rights and interests. 

 
7 Ways State Attorneys General Defend Immigrant Rights  

While the federal government has absolute authority over the regulation and enforcement of 
immigration policies, state AGs play a crucial role in advocating for and protecting the rights and 
interests of immigrant communities within their states. However, it is worth noting that not all 
AGs have taken positions that support those interests. The following is a non-exhaustive list of 
some of the key areas where the work of state AGs has made a difference for immigrant rights 
and can continue to do so: 

 
1. Consumer Protection: Due to language barriers, immigration status, and unfamiliarity with 
American systems and institutions, many immigrants are uniquely susceptible to consumer 
scams and other unfair practices that prey on their vulnerabilities. As the primary enforcers of 
state consumer protection laws, AGs have brought criminal charges and civil lawsuits against 
predatory individuals who target immigrant populations through immigration services fraud and 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/adigaskell/2019/12/17/why-immigration-is-so-important-in-the-global-race-for-talent/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/cea/written-materials/2021/09/17/the-economic-benefits-of-extending-permanent-legal-status-to-unauthorized-immigrants/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC3856769/#:~:text=Immigrants%20and%20their%20children%20played,of%20increasing%20openness%20and%20meritocracy.
https://www.brookings.edu/collection/our-nation-of-immigrants/#:~:text=Sections,the%20current%20immigration%20policy%20debate.
https://www.npr.org/2023/11/08/1211632902/major-cities-are-struggling-to-house-large-numbers-of-migrant-refugees
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/us-cities-innovations-integrate-arrivals
https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/haitian-population-springfield-ohio/story?id=113731377
https://springfieldohio.gov/immigration-faqs/
https://www.propublica.org/article/immigration-latino-trump-election-resentment-asylum
https://www.worldoutspoken.com/articles-blog/immigrants-against-immigration
https://www.voanews.com/a/chicago-s-response-to-migrant-influx-stirs-long-standing-frustrations-among-its-blacks-/7577864.html
https://www.dataforprogress.org/blog/2024/10/25/mass-deportation-is-actually-very-unpopular
https://www.politico.com/news/2024/10/12/trump-racist-rhetoric-immigrants-00183537
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/trump-election-win-delights-orban-europes-far-right-rcna178938
https://haitiantimes.com/2024/09/11/haitian-immigrants-in-ohio-under-racist-attacks/
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2024/nov/22/trump-mass-deportations-immigration-family-children-separation
https://constitution.congress.gov/browse/essay/artI-S8-C18-8-1/ALDE_00001255/
https://www.americanimmigrationcouncil.org/news/texas-ag-investigating-texas-bar-foundation-attempt-shift-attention-and-undermine-rule-law
https://www.americanimmigrationcouncil.org/news/texas-ag-investigating-texas-bar-foundation-attempt-shift-attention-and-undermine-rule-law
https://www.clevescene.com/news/ohio-attorney-general-dave-yost-defends-conspiracy-chorus-about-haitians-in-springfield-45132007
https://www.nbcnews.com/health/health-news/obamacare-coverage-daca-recipients-blocked-federal-judge-rcna183668
https://news.ucsc.edu/2023/10/justice-for-victims-of-immigration-scams.html
https://www.nclc.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/report_50_states.pdf
https://stateag.org/tierney-blog/2018/11/19/state-ags-take-action-against-immigration-services-fraud
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other unfair and deceptive practices. They have also issued consumer alerts and provided 
educational materials on their website to help immigrants recognize and avoid fraud.  

 
2. Hate Crimes Against Immigrants: Hate crimes motivated by bias against nationality or 
immigration status are disturbingly common, and have even been aimed at immigrants in 
leadership positions. State AGs have investigated and prosecuted these crimes, provided training 
for law enforcement, educated local partners on how to take effective action, and launched 
hotlines to report incidents. They have also advocated for stronger hate crime laws and worked 
with local community members to combat bias and hate. 

 
3. Unlawful Labor Practices: Undocumented immigrant workers are particularly vulnerable to 
labor violations. Each year, 6.5 million experience wage theft, which includes unpaid wages, 
minimum wage violations, unpaid overtime, off-the-clock work, worker misclassification, 
paycheck withholding, and failure to provide wage statements or pay notices. State AGs have 
taken legal action to protect these workers by investigating, prosecuting, and resolving unlawful 
labor practices, such as wage theft and retaliation cases involving deportation threats. They have 
also stood up for immigrant detainees who were being paid as little as $1 per day by suing a for-
profit operator of a detention center for state minimum wage violations. 

 
4. Human Trafficking: Immigrants are frequently targeted by human traffickers, who use their 
victims’ lack of legal status to force them into labor or commercial sex. State AGs have worked 
to combat human trafficking by prosecuting traffickers, notifying potential victims through 
consumer alerts that they can report violations without disclosing their immigration status, and 
developing tools that makes it easier for investigators to identify cases involving immigrant 
victims. They have also convened task forces with immigration attorneys to strengthen anti-
trafficking efforts aimed at protecting immigrant victims.  

 
5. Critical Services Access. Due to language barriers, many immigrants struggle to access 
essential services. State AGs have entered into settlement agreements with hospitals, 
pharmaceutical companies, and law enforcement agencies to ensure that immigrants are not 
discriminated against based on their language proficiency or immigration status. They have also 
advocated to expand language access for severe weather emergency alerts and provided 
multilingual resources and hotlines to support immigrant communities during challenging times.  

 
6. Public School Access: Many immigrant students encounter significant public school access 
barriers, such as unlawful enrollment discrimination, exclusionary tracking practices that limit 
their participation in core classes, and diversion into segregated and inadequate programs. State 
AGs have investigated, sued, and entered in settlement agreements with public school systems 

https://ag.ny.gov/press-release/2024/attorney-general-james-wins-811-million-judgment-against-predatory-company
https://ag.ny.gov/resources/individuals/consumer-issues/immigration-services-fraud
https://www.atg.wa.gov/all-consuming-blog/wrong-help-can-hurt
https://www.adl.org/resources/report/mainstreaming-hate-anti-immigrant-movement-us
https://www.adl.org/resources/report/mainstreaming-hate-anti-immigrant-movement-us
https://www.michigan.gov/ag/news/press-releases/2019/03/08/attorney-general-nessel-officially-launches-new-hate-crimes-unit
https://nohomeforhate.md.gov/
https://oag.ca.gov/news/press-releases/attorney-general-bonta-releases-2023-hate-crime-report-highlights-continued
https://www.atg.wa.gov/news/news-releases/ag-ferguson-will-pilot-hate-crimes-hotline-clark-king-and-spokane-counties
https://www.atg.wa.gov/news/news-releases/ag-ferguson-will-pilot-hate-crimes-hotline-clark-king-and-spokane-counties
https://oag.dc.gov/blog/newsletter-stopping-hate-crimes
https://www.njoag.gov/attorney-general-platkin-and-division-on-civil-rights-announce-new-initiative-to-combat-bias-and-hate-in-new-jersey/
https://publicintegrity.org/inequality-poverty-opportunity/garment-immigrant-workers-wage-theft/
https://publicintegrity.org/inequality-poverty-opportunity/garment-immigrant-workers-wage-theft/
https://www.law.com/njlawjournal/almID/1202741723442/
https://ag.ny.gov/press-release/2019/attorney-general-james-secures-450000-100-home-health-aides-threatened
https://www.atg.wa.gov/news/news-releases/ag-ferguson-jury-finds-geo-profit-operator-tacoma-ice-detention-center-must-pay
https://www.uscis.gov/humanitarian/victims-of-human-trafficking-and-other-crimes
https://bjs.ojp.gov/content/pub/pdf/htohsago18.pdf
https://oag.ca.gov/news/press-releases/attorney-general-becerra-announces-criminal-charges-bay-area-labor-exploitation
https://oag.ca.gov/news/press-releases/ahead-labor-day-attorney-general-bonta-issues-labor-trafficking-consumer-alert
https://www.mass.gov/news/ag-healey-boston-university-announce-new-tool-to-identify-potential-cases-of-labor-trafficking-and-assist-victims
https://www.doj.state.or.us/media-home/news-media-releases/attorney-general-rosenblum-announces-labor-trafficking-task-force/
https://ag.ny.gov/press-release/2003/spitzer-reaches-agreement-two-brooklyn-hospitals-provide-language-assistance
https://ag.ny.gov/press-release/2018/ag-schneiderman-announces-375000-settlement-specialty-pharmacy-over-failure
https://ag.ny.gov/press-release/2014/ag-schneiderman-secures-agreement-newburgh-police-department-strengthen-language
https://ag.ny.gov/press-release/2023/attorney-general-james-leads-coalition-expand-language-access-severe-weather
https://www.mass.gov/info-details/multilingual-combatting-hate-psas
https://www.mass.gov/news/ags-office-expands-efforts-to-support-immigrants-and-communities-of-color-during-covid-19-pandemic
https://youthtoday.org/2024/06/hundreds-of-high-schools-wrongfully-refused-entry-to-older-immigrant-student/
https://www.chalkbeat.org/2022/5/11/23067472/plyler-supreme-court-abbott-undocumented-students-schools/
https://www.the74million.org/article/immigrant-advocates-call-on-massachusetts-ag-to-probe-enrollment-discrimination/
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/11/18/nyregion/new-york-state-accuses-utica-school-district-of-bias-against-refugees.html
https://www.stateag.org/policy-areas/diverse-communities/diverse-communities-resources/2016/11/25/new-york-ag-investigation-into-school-district-enrollment-barriers-for-immigrant-children
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that engage in these kinds of discriminatory practices. They have also issued public advisories 
notifying school districts of their legal obligation to provide educational access to all students, 
regardless of their nationality, language proficiency, or immigration status.  

 
7. Anti-Immigrant Federal Actions: AGs also play a crucial role in holding the federal 
government accountable for actions that harm immigrant communities. Notably, during the first 
Trump administration, state AGs secured a preliminary injunction to stop family separations at 
the border and filed a lawsuit against a new rule that would have allowed the indefinite detention 
of immigrant families. They also obtained nationwide injunctions to temporarily halt the 
termination of a federal program, called DACA, which protects undocumented immigrants who 
arrived in the U.S. as children.  

Additionally, during Trump’s first term, state AGs successfully challenged the Department of 
Justice’s decision to condition certain federal grants on local and state cooperation with 
immigration enforcement. And they effectively opposed a travel ban targeting Syrian refugees 
and citizens of several predominantly Muslim countries, eroding its provisions and delaying its 
implementation. 

State AGs have also countered anti-immigrant federal policies by providing guidance to 
immigrants, healthcare providers, public schools, employers, law enforcement agencies, and 
other public entities about immigrant rights and the limits of immigration enforcement authority. 
They have also issued directives restricting the types of voluntary assistance that law 
enforcement agencies can provide to federal civil immigration authorities.  

These ongoing efforts are essential to defending the rights and interests of immigrant individuals 
and supporting their families and communities. To learn more about the crucial work of state 
attorneys general, visit www.agstudies.org.  

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
The Leadership Center for Attorney General Studies is a non-partisan organization dedicated to 
educating the public about the important role state attorneys general play in addressing pressing 
issues, enforcing laws, and bringing about change. 
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https://www.pbs.org/newshour/nation/washington-asks-judge-block-trumps-new-travel-ban
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https://ag.ny.gov/sites/default/files/sanctuary_guidance_and_supplements.pdf
https://oag.ca.gov/news/press-releases/attorney-general-becerra-issues-guidance-clarifying-rights-californians-and
https://www.nj.gov/oag/newsreleases18/pr20181129a.html
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