
Sanctuary Cities 
 

Refers to municipal jurisdictions, typically in North America, that limit their cooperation with the 
national government's effort to enforce immigration law.   
 
Leaders of sanctuary cities say they want to reduce fear of deportation and possible family break-up among 
people who are in the country illegally, so that such people will be more willing to report crimes, use health and 
social services, and enroll their children in school. 
 
 In the United States, municipal policies include prohibiting police or city employees from questioning people 
about their immigration status and refusing requests by national immigration authorities to detain people beyond 
their release date, if they were jailed for breaking local law. 
 
Studies on the relationship between sanctuary status and crime have found that sanctuary policies either have 
no effect on crime or that sanctuary cities have lower crime rates and stronger economies than comparable non-
sanctuary cities. 
 
The movement that established sanctuary cities in the United States began in the early 1980s. The movement 
traces its roots to religious philosophy, as well as the histories of resistance movements to perceived state 
injustices.  The sanctuary city movement took place in the 1980s to challenge the US government's refusal to 
grant asylum to certain Central American refugees. Faith-based groups in the US Southwest initially drove the 
movement of the 1980s, with eight churches publicly declaring to be sanctuaries in March 1982 
 
As of 2018, more than 560 cities, states and counties considered themselves sanctuaries. 
 
This issue entered presidential politics in the race for the Republican Party Presidential Nomination in 2008. 
Colorado Congressman Tom Tancredo ran on an anti-illegal immigration platform and specifically attacked 
sanctuary cities.  
 
On March 6, 2018, the U.S. Justice Department sued the state of California, the Governor Jerry Brown, and the 
state's attorney general over three state laws passed in recent months, saying the laws made it impossible for 
federal immigration officials to do their jobs and deport criminals who were born outside the United States. The 
Justice Department called the laws unconstitutional and asked a judge to block them.  
 
States and cities have shown varying responses to the executive order. Thirty-three states introduced or 
enacted legislation requiring local law enforcement to cooperate with ICE officers and requests to hold non-
citizen inmates for deportation. Other states and cities have responded by not cooperating with federal 
immigration efforts or by showcasing welcoming policies towards immigrants. 
 
The Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act of 1996 addressed the relationship between 
the federal government and local governments. Minor crimes, such as shoplifting, became grounds for possible 
deportation. Additionally, the legislation outlawed cities' bans against municipal workers reporting a person's 
immigration status to federal authorities. However, nothing in the law forces states or local governments to help 
the federal government with immigration enforcement 
 
 
 
Should there be sanctuary cities? 
 
What about lower crime in sanctuary cities? 
 
Do sanctuary cities encourage illegal immigration? 
 
Should an undocumented/illegal immigrant be deported for shoplifting? 
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Why not sanctuary cities for sexual offenders, income tax evasion? 
 
 


