
What is DACA? Who are the “Dreamers”? 

One of the many complicated issues surrounding immigration and undocumented immigrants concerns 

those who came as children accompanying their parents. These children ranged in ages from newborn to 

adolescents. “According to a 2015 Brookings Institution report, 31 percent of DACA applicants arrived in the 

U.S. when they were five years old or younger; 37 percent arrived between the ages of six and 10; and 31 

percent entered when they were 11 or older.” (“Decoding DACA”, Senate Republican Policy Committee, 

website, September 17, 2017) 

Although they are foreign born, they have now grown up in The United States and this country is the 

only one most of them have known. However, they are not citizens and constantly live in fear of deportation. 

Many who came as young children, are now adults. Many are now in high schools and many others have 

entered or completed college studies in this country. Some have married and now raising their own family. If 

they have married a citizen of The United States, they can still be deported, but their spouse and children 

being citizens, cannot be deported. Thus, families can and have been broken apart when there are arrests and 

deportations.  

Presidents, US Representatives and US Senators from both parties understand the moral quandary 

present with these young people. There has been bi-partisan support toward finding relief for these folks and 

presenting a pathway to citizenship. That relief became legislation in 2001 with the acronym of DREAM 

(Development, Relief, Education for Alien Minors) Act. Those affected by this legislation were referred to as 

DREAMERS.  

This legislation was co-sponsored by Sen. Orrin Hatch, Republican of Utah, and Sen. Maria Cantwell, 

Democrat of Washington State. This proposed legislation offered a path to citizenship for these young people. 

The bill provided this path if they were under 30 years of age, had no criminal record, were enrolled in or had 

graduated from a university, or had served in the armed forces.  

Over the next several years, various versions of this DREAM Act were introduced with the hopes of 

securing enough votes to offset a Republican filibuster in the US Senate. The final effort came in 2010 

following the election of many Tea Party members of the Republican party to Congress. Their strong 

opposition to any version of the DREAM Act doomed passage in a lame-duck session of Congress.  

Therefore, President Barack Obama decided to issue an executive order with the acronym DACA 

(Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals). DACA was addressed to “dreamers” (those qualifying under the 

DREAM Act). 

President Obama’s Executive Order was available to those young people who had entered the country 

with undocumented parents or had overstayed a legal visa and were now residing unlawfully in the country. 

DACA was not intended nor did it provide a path to citizenship or normalize anyone’s status with Federal law. 

Rather, DACA provided for two year deferments allowing these young people to continue living in the United 

States without fear of prosecution and deportation so long as certain requirements were met.  

Each person had to file an application with the Department of Homeland Security requesting DACA 

status. They had to meet a significant list of criteria including, “were in school, had graduated from high 

school, had obtained a GED, or had served in the U.S. armed forces or Coast Guard; and had not been 

convicted of a felony, a ‘significant misdemeanor,’ or three or more misdemeanors, and did not otherwise 

pose a ‘threat to national security or public safety’.” (“Decoding DACA”, Senate Republican Policy Committee, 

website, September 17, 2017). 

https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/BMPP_Srvy_DACAImmigration_June3b.pdf


“Through the second quarter of 2017, Department of Homeland Security had received 936,394 initial 

requests for DACA relief and granted relief to 787,580 people. Of the requests, 49,580 were rejected at initial 

intake and another 67,867 were ultimately denied. DHS has also received 952,917 requests for renewal of 

DACA relief over the life of the program and granted 799,077 renewals, including for some who received 

multiple renewals.” (“Decoding DACA”, Senate Republican Policy Committee, website, September 17, 2017). 

During his campaign for president, Donald Trump promised to end DACA if elected as one of his many 

positions against undocumented immigrants. Upon his inauguration in 2017, he began to act on his promises. 

Under President Obama, DACA applicants were protected from having their status reported to Immigration 

and Customs Enforcement (ICE), also in Department of Homeland Security. President Trump removed this 

protection. So the files of the 787,580 DACA participants were now available to ICE. 

Then in September 2017, President Trump’s Administration announced that no further applicants for 

DACA would be accepted and all currently on DACA would be granted only one more two-year extension. But 

he granted a reprieve until March 5, 2018 putting the responsibility back on Congress to pass legislation 

before then. Strong lobbying from the evangelical and fundamentalist Christian pastors helped President 

Trump to view DACA differently than he had before. Many DACA applicants are congregants of these pastors 

as many are parishioners of Catholic parishes.  

The ball is now back in Congress’ jurisdiction to pass legislation agreeable to both political parties and to 
President Trump. Senators Lindsey Graham, Republican of South Carolina and Richard Durbin, Democrat of 
Illinois co-sponsored bi-partisan legislation for DACA.  The Durbin/Graham “Dream Act would allow these 
young people to earn lawful permanent residence and eventually American citizenship if they:  

• Are longtime residents who came to the U.S. as children; 
• Graduate from high school or obtain a GED; 
• Pursue higher education, work lawfully for at least three years, or serve in the military; 
• Pass security and law enforcement background checks and pay a reasonable application fee; 
• Demonstrate proficiency in the English language and a knowledge of United States history; and 
• Have not committed a felony or other serious crimes and do not pose a threat to our country.” 

(www.durbin.senate.gov) 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.uscis.gov/sites/default/files/USCIS/Resources/Reports%20and%20Studies/Immigration%20Forms%20Data/All%20Form%20Types/DACA/daca_performancedata_fy2017_qtr2.pdf

