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Sanctuary City Policy Backgrounder 

During the 2010 election, Gov. Perry widely criticized Bill White for implementing a “sanctuary city” 

policy in Houston. Additionally, Perry named the abolishment of sanctuary city policies as an 

emergency legislative issue in the 2011 session.   

Background: “Sanctuary city” has no legal meaning as it is not defined by federal law or statute. It refers 

to jurisdictions that have state laws, local ordinances, or departmental policies limiting the role of local 

law enforcement agencies and officers in the enforcement of immigration laws.1  

The sanctuary movement dates back to the 1980’s, when churches and cities provided refuge to 

Central Americans fleeing civil wars. Los Angeles adopted a policy to prohibit police from inquiring 

about the immigration status of arrestees, making it the first city to declare itself a sanctuary.2 Though 

Houston and Austin adopted public safety resolutions in the 1990’s, no Texas cities have ever declared 

sanctuary city status. 
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Supporters of sanctuary policies argue 
that immigration enforcement is the 

responsibility of the federal 
government and local enforcement 

efforts undermine community 
relations, disrupt municipal services, 
interfere with local enforcement, or 

violate humanitarian principles. 

 

Opponents argue the policies 
encourage illegal immigration and 
undermine federal enforcement 

efforts. Further, local enforcement 
recognizes the limits of federal 

enforcement. 
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Legal Issues: In the 1975 case, U.S. v. Brignoni-Ponce, the Supreme Court ruled that the 4th 
Amendment prohibits police officers from stopping or detaining person on less than reasonable 
suspicion when the violation is related to illegal immigration.3 In the 1976 case, DeCannas v. Bica 
1976, the court ruled “the power to regulate immigration is unquestionably a federal power.”4  
 

Bills filed by the 82nd Texas Legislature  

House Bill (HB 12)  prohibits local governmental entities from adopting a rule, order, ordinance, or 

policy under which the entity will not fully enforce state and federal laws relating to immigration. Further, 

an entity cannot restrict an employee from sending or requesting immigration status from USCIS or 

ICE, maintaining this information or exchanging information with other governmental entities, 

cooperating with a federal immigration officer, or permitting a federal immigration officer to conduct 

enforcement activities at a municipal or county jail.  Any entity found in violation is ineligible for state 

grant funds for one fiscal year.  

In contrast, House Bill 603 (HB 603) prohibits peace officers from inquiring about the immigration status 

of crime victims or witnesses unless necessary for the investigation of the underlying criminal 

matter.  The intent of the bill is to encourage victims and witnesses to help law enforcement officers in 

securing the public’s safety. 

Local Community and Service Provider Concerns 

Policy analysts and advocates have identified the following areas of concern relating to increased 

involvement of local authorities with immigration enforcement. 

Financial costs 

 Local tax-payers bear the cost of longer detention for individuals whose detention is extended 
for immigration enforcement. After issuing a detainer, ICE provides only limited reimbursement 
for the costs related to maintaining custody of detainees.5 Dallas County Sheriff Lupe Valdez 
estimates this translates to an additional 4,000 and 20,000 people in the Dallas County jail at a 
cost of $60 a day, totaling approximately $1.2 million.6  

 Patrol resources and overtime associated with stopping, arresting, and booking individuals who 
are targeted for immigration verification.7 

 The cost of training local law enforcement about immigration laws.8 Dallas County Sheriff Lupe 
Valdez estimates training costs at $1,600 per officer.9 
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 Burdens state and local agencies with enforcement of federal civil violations.10 

 Lack of clear authority and the changing nature of immigration law increases the risk of civil 
liability for local police and government, as well suits arising from racial profiling.11  
 

Public safety costs 

 Undercuts the relationship and trust between immigrant communities and law enforcement.12,13 

This situation could impede a range of critical law enforcement activities including human 
trafficking investigations. 

 Results in underreporting of crimes by immigrant victims and witnesses because of fear of 
detention.14  

 Domestic violence victims choose not to report incidents for fear the police will act as 
immigration officers.15 

 Discourages immigrants from reporting an officer’s misconduct. 16 

 Inhibits local law enforcement from performing their primary task of fighting crime at the local 
level.17 

 
For more information on this document or policy topic, please contact:  maile@englishatwork.org  
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