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Immigrants, Wages, and the Economy: Myth vs. Fact

Lately, the debate over immigration has become more and more frenzied.  Those who want to restrict immigration into the U.S. have often argued that immigrant workers hurt U.S. workers.  But those arguments rest on myths, not facts:

Myth:  Immigrants drive down wages for native-born Americans.

Fact:  Congress and corporate interests have driven down wages, not immigrants.

Let’s be clear on who we need to collectively rally against.  Here’s the truth:  after adjusting for inflation, the current minimum wage is at its lowest level since 1955.  Today, the minimum wage is 31% of the average hourly wage of American workers, the lowest level since the end of World War II.   We need to come together to demand a minimum-wage increase, not blame each other.  We need to celebrate immigrant workers who, studies have shown, come in with unique skills that create more opportunities for the economy as a whole to grow.

Myth:  America should turn its back on immigrants; they are not our problem.

Fact:  American economic and foreign policy is directly responsible for an enormous amount of migration and immigration.   

American economic and foreign policy has fueled migration and immigration, creating both economic and political refugees.  America’s war on Iraq, alone, has created over 750,000 Iraqi refugees who have no home.  Wars in Africa, Latin America and Afghanistan have created similar situations.  It is disingenuous to blame immigrants for coming to America, when America is directly fueling that migration.  Globalization and trade policies, including NAFTA, have created competition in neighboring countries that squeeze out small farmers and businesses and take away jobs in those countries, again fueling migration when many immigrants really would much rather stay in their home countries, instead of leaving family and friends to live a shadow existence in America.  America can’t create problems and then walk away from them.  What we need to do together to hold America accountable is to come together so we can powerfully take on corporate and special interests, increase global worker unity, and fight for the spirit of America as a nation of immigrants.

Myth:  We have plenty of Americans to do the jobs—we don’t need immigrants.

Fact:  If we raised minimum wages, maybe Americans would take those jobs but, at the moment, immigrant workers often take jobs native-born workers won’t do.

With wages where they are, it’s true that fewer and fewer native-born Americans want to work (or see their kids work) in physical, repetitive, low-wage jobs like busboy or farm worker.  Economic studies bear this out, showing that the pool of native-born workers who might fill such jobs is shrinking.
  And local farms are feeling the impact.  For example, farmers unable to find workers for harvesting this last season watched their crops rot in the fields.
  At the other end of the spectrum with high-tech jobs, America is not investing in education that turns out high-tech workers at the same rates as many other countries.  If 
America put more money into education instead of senseless wars, American workers could develop the skills necessary to fill the many high-tech jobs that exist in today’s economy.  Let’s not blame the workers when it’s corporations and wealthy individuals that are getting tax breaks with income that should be invested in worker retraining, education and raising the minimum wage. Ultimately, we need to fight corporate and government union-busters, increase our unionized workforce and allow workers to collectively fight for worker rights.  

Myth:  The American economy will keep growing without immigrants.

Fact:  We need immigrant workers to keep our economy growing.

Native-born Americans are aging, fewer are participating in the labor force, and their work hours are declining. 
  In the construction industry, for example, the average age is 49 years.  Like countries around the world, America’s economy needs labor to continue to grow.  In fact, the American economy won’t be able to maintain more than a 3 percent annual growth rate in the next decade without growing the labor force by letting in more immigrants.
  Growing the labor force can only happen by continuing to let in immigrant workers.  
Myth:  We have a legal system for immigrants to work in America—they should not break the law.   

Fact:  It’s currently almost impossible for low-skill workers to enter legally.

Our current immigration system has failed workers at just about every skill level, but that failure is most obvious for low-skill workers.  The number of low-skill workers who can legally come to the U.S. permanently is tiny—only 5,000 visas per year.  Compare this to the over 400,000 low-skill workers who come into the U.S. to take jobs each year.  The immigration laws and system are so far out of sync with economic reality, it’s almost a joke.  As Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr. said:  “An unjust law is no law at all.”  This is why we need an immigration system that acknowledges our need for immigrant labor, and allows immigrant workers to come here in an orderly, legal way.

Myth:  America is being overrun by immigrants at historically high levels.

Fact:  We have had high levels of immigration before, and have come out stronger.

Those who wish to restrict immigration often use scare tactics, suggesting that immigrants are “taking over” America and that immigration to America has never been as high as it is today.  The fact is that the number of immigrants in the U.S. is at about 12 percent, just approaching the levels in 1910, when 14.7 percent of the population was foreign-born.
  History is clear:  America didn’t fall apart after 1910, but instead entered a century of economic growth and prosperity, in large part due to the skills, labor and energy of the immigrants that were entering America and contributing to its growth.
Myth:  We can keep out immigrants by spending more on building border walls.

Fact:  Building more border walls has never worked, and never will.

Both the House and Senate have passed proposed legislation that calls for many hundreds of miles of new border walls at high cost—$2.2 billion, in the case of the House bill.
  But 
we’ve been trying this approach for a decade—we’ve increased spending on border security from $1.2 billion to $12.7 billion since 1995, and we’ve more than doubled the number of border patrol agents.
  Despite all this money being poured into border enforcement, undocumented immigrants continue to enter the U.S.  The fact is, if there are unfilled jobs in the U.S., and there are no reasonable legal channels through which workers can enter and take those jobs, those workers will cross our borders without documentation.  Only an immigration system that acknowledges that economic reality will succeed in taming our border—no border wall can do that.

Myth:  Immigrants get a free ride on social services without paying taxes.

Fact:  Immigrants pay taxes and provide a net benefit to the economy.

Those opposed to immigrants often suggest that undocumented immigrants pay no taxes, but benefit from social services.  In fact, every immigrant who works in the U.S.—including those who are undocumented—pays federal income taxes.
  Despite paying these taxes, undocumented immigrants are barred from receiving federal benefits, including food stamps and Medicaid.  Overall, immigrants paid $133 billion in direct taxes in 1997.
  Studies have found that immigrants, far from being a drain on the economy, instead provide a net economic benefit of as much as $10 billion each year.
  In the case of the social security
 system in particular, new legal immigrants will provide a net benefit of $611 billion over the next 75 years.
  So instead of free riding, immigrant workers actually provide a boost to the economy.

Myth:  Immigrants are the reason native-born workers can’t move up the ladder.

Fact:  Our economic system keeps both immigrants and natives from moving up.

The reality is that America’s economic policies are the reason the deck is stacked against both immigrant and native-born workers.  While wages for the working class have stagnated, benefits have been cut, unions have been undermined, taxes for the wealthy have been lowered, and our government has failed to hold corporations accountable for their actions.  In this situation, even the hardest-working wage-earner has very little chance of moving into the middle class.  If this reality is to change, native-born workers and immigrant workers need to work together for true immigration reform so that we can bring more workers into the struggle and build more power to take on important battles together, like fighting for the right to organize, rather than accepting crumbs from our corporate welfare system. 

Questions?  Please call Hate Free Zone Washington (206) 723-2203 or www.hatefreezone.org
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