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The dialogue between the United States and Mexico, culminating in the Bush-Fox visit of
September 5, 2001, promised to open exciting new ways for the two countries to regularize

the historic migration relationship between them.  The two Presidents discussed making “le-
gality” the norm — regularizing the status of millions of undocumented Mexican immigrants
working hard, paying taxes, and raising families in America, and providing new temporary
programs for those who wish to work in the U.S. and return home.

One week later, the most horrific acts of terrorism the United States has ever known brought
the U.S.-Mexico discussions to a complete halt as America scrambled to address security is-
sues and to bring to justice those responsible for the attacks.

During the months that followed, Congress and the Bush Administration implemented a se-
ries of new laws, executive orders, regulations, and other directives that sought to make America
safer from future attacks.  Yet while these new security provisions were undertaken, the immi-
gration issues facing the United State and Mexico did not disappear.  The need to address
these issues remains as critical as before, based on the American Immigration Law Foundation’s
review of recent government data about the impact of Mexican workers on the nation’s economy.
Among AILF’s findings:

Mexican Workers Are Integral to U.S. Economic Growth.  The portion of Mexican
workers in the U.S. workforce has doubled during the past decade, as they become
more integral to the nation’s economic growth.  While other immigrant groups also
perform these essential worker jobs, the size of the Mexican population makes its
impact on the U.S. economy more quantifiable.

Mexican Workers Are Filling Needed Jobs in New Geographic Areas.  Mexican work-
ers are becoming increasingly important  in locations throughout the nation not pre-
viously known for large immigrant populations, including southern states such as
Mississippi and Tennessee.

New Jobs Will Not Require Advanced Education.  Nearly 43 percent of all job open-
ings by 2010 will require only a minimal education, at a time when native-born Ameri-
cans are obtaining college degrees in record numbers and are unlikely to accept posi-
tions requiring minimal education.

America’s current immigration policies are antiquated and fail to recognize the importance of
Mexican workers to the national economy.  A year has now passed since the Bush-Fox visit of
2001.  The nation must act to reform immigration laws so that they give the immigration sys-
tem the integrity to keep Americans safe, while at the same time giving businesses the essen-
tial workers they need to succeed.  U.S. immigration law must provide ways for Mexican work-
ers to enter and remain in the U.S., in both temporary and permanent status, with protections
to assure that they have the dignity and respect they deserve, given the important contribu-
tions they make to America.  The status quo can no longer be accepted if the United States is to
remain the world’s leading economy.
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The impact of Mexican immigration on the United States
has been a major focus of policymakers and the public

for well over a decade now.  Federal legislation passed in the
1980s and 1990s was directed to a large extent at the perceived
impacts of the ongoing arrival of tens of thousands of Mexican
immigrants to the U.S.  Similarly, local elected officials, mem-
bers of the news media, and the general public regularly con-
tend with understanding and responding to the movement of
Mexican immigrants into communities across the nation.

American employers in a wide variety of industries, how-
ever, clearly recognize the value of Mexican immigrant workers.
U.S. industry has hired and continues to seek to hire large num-
bers of Mexican workers due to significant worker shortages in
America, fueling a dramatically increased role for Mexican im-
migrants in the national economy.

In the 1990s alone, the number of Mexican immigrant work-
ers in the U.S. grew by 2.9 million persons, a 123 percent increase
in this segment of the labor force.  In contrast, the overall number
of American workers grew by only 13 percent in the same period.

&

The supply of Mexican workers has been critical to the
expansion of U.S. industry in the last decade.  Even while

absorbing 2.9 million Mexican workers in the 1990s— who rep-
resent 19 percent or one of every 5 new workers joining the labor
force in the period — the U.S. workforce overall saw its unem-
ployment rate fall from 6.3 percent in 1990 to 3.9 in 2000.  Far
from leading to an oversupply of workers, the arrival of signifi-
cant numbers of Mexican workers has permitted American em-
ployers to have access to needed personnel in a tight labor market.

The owners and managers of factories, restaurants, hotels,
construction sites, hospitals, orchards, and innumerable other
places of employment have been clear about their need for con-
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tinued access to immigrant workers, a large portion of whom,
statistics show, come from Mexico.  Testifying on U.S.-Mexico
migration before the U.S. Senate, Thomas J. Donahue, President
and CEO of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce asked “Who will fill
the millions of essential worker positions that we will create?
Immigration must be one answer.”1

Other organizations such as the American Health Care As-
sociation, the American Hotel and Motel Association, and the
National Association of Home Builders have written to Congress
in recent years describing businesses who find themselves “with
no applicants of any kind for numerous job openings.”  They
cite the comments of Alan Greenspan, Chair of the Federal Re-
serve Board, that the inflationary pressures caused by a tight
labor market can be alleviated “if we can open up our immigra-
tion rolls significantly.”  Even in Summer 2002, with well-publi-
cized declines in the stock market, unemployment in the U.S.
was 5.9 percent in June 2002, still well below unemployment
rates of over 7 percent in the early 1990s.  And despite a slight
increase in the unemployment rate, employers still cannot find
sufficient workers in the housing, retail, and service industries,
with the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics projecting that 22 mil-
lion new jobs will be created by 2010, with 70 percent of those
requiring only on-the-job-training.2

For American employers, Mexican immigration plays a
critical role in efforts to maintain a sufficiently large pool

of workers in part because of the close match between the needs
of employers and the job readiness of Mexican immigrant work-
ers, especially in “essential worker” categories, which are con-
sidered both unskilled and semi-skilled workers.  The U.S. De-
partment of Labor reports that of the top 30 occupations with the
largest projected job growth in the 2000-2010 period, 16 are job
categories that require only “short-term, on-the-job training.”

In fact, the Labor Department reports that by 2010 some 24.7
million jobs will open up for persons with minimal education
levels, and that these jobs will represent nearly 43 percent of all
projected openings (Table 1).  Another 15.1 percent of expected
employment opportunities will require only “moderate-term on-
the-job training” without college, according to the Labor Depart-
ment.  With rising educational levels among native-born work-
ers — 90.5 percent had a high school degree in 2000 compared to
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While the record for the highest level of U.S. immigra
tion remains the decade of the 1900s (with immigrants

accounting for 13.6 percent of the population), the decade of the
1990s did see the foreign-born population grew by 10.7 million
persons (10.4 percent of the population).3  Mexican immigration
was a key part of this phenomenon.  The Mexican foreign-born
population grew by 104 percent during the 1990s, from 4.3 mil-
lion to 8.8 million persons overall.  Mexicans were 42 percent of
all the new immigrants that came to this country during the 1990s.

As the Mexican foreign-born population grew in the 1990s,
it became an increasingly important part of the U.S. labor force.
While Mexican immigrants were 2.0 percent of the U.S. labor force
in 1990, by 2000, this had nearly doubled, with Mexican immi-

86.8 percent in 1990 — immigrant workers are necessary to fill
gaps in the labor force.

As citizens of a developing nation, many Mexican immi-
grants may have relatively low levels of formal education, but
they have the necessary skills that are compatible with numer-
ous jobs being created in the U.S.  Furthermore, Mexicans expe-
rience pressures to emigration in search of jobs because of high
unemployment in their home country.  Under this scenario, Mexi-
can immigrants are an obvious source of recruits for American
employers.
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grants accounting for 4.0 percent of the U.S. workforce.

Almost every major industrial sector experienced a dramatic
increase in its reliance on Mexican workers in the 1990s.  As seen
in Table 2, the percent of agricultural and related workers who
were born in Mexico jumped from 8.8 percent in 1990 to 15.3
percent.  The construction industry workforce was 3.3 percent
Mexican foreign born in 1990 but by 2000 this had grown to 8.5
percent.  Mexican immigrants were 3.5 percent of nondurable
goods manufacturing employees in 1990, but were 9.1 percent
in 2000.  Mexican workers were increasingly important to two
sub-sectors of the service industry.  The percent of service work-
ers providing administration and support grew from 4.0 per-
cent in 1990 to 9.1 in 2000.  The percent of service workers pro-
viding accomodations and food increased from 4.2 percent to
9.5 percent.

The presence of Mexican foreign-born workers is especially
notable in certain specific industrial categories.  Mexican em-
ployees are 4.0 percent of all workers nationally, but they are
represented at twice this rate in 19 detailed industrial catego-
ries.  As seen in Table 3, Mexican workers are 8 to 11.9 percent of
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In 1990, just 3 states — California, Texas and Illinois —
accounted for about 85 percent of all Mexican immigrant

workers.  By 2000, however, only some 68 percent of Mexican
workers were in those states, and new patterns of immigration
had developed, often in areas not traditionally associated with
Mexican immigration.4

workers in 11 industrial categories, such as construction and plas-
tics manufacturing.  Mexican immigrants were between 12.0 to
15.9 percent of all employees in 5 industries, including bakeries
and furniture manufacturing, and there were 5 industries in which
Mexican immigrants were at least 16.0 percent of all workers.
Indeed, in these five latter industries, which included crop agri-
culture, fruit and vegetable manufacturing, animal slaughter, and
landscaping, Mexican workers were more than one-fifth of the
entire workforce.
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Table 4 shows the remarkable growth of the Mexican labor
force in each regional division of the United States during the
1990s.5  (These are official Census Bureau regional definitions.)
The number of Mexican workers grew by at least 100 percent in
8 of  9 U.S. regions.  The number of Mexican workers increased
most impressively in the East South Central states of Alabama,
Kentucky, Mississippi and Tennessee, where the population
grew by 3,800 percent, adding 112,000 workers to the region’s
labor force.  The West North Central states, stretching from Min-
nesota and North Dakota down to Missouri and Kansas, saw the
Mexican workforce grow by 520 percent.  Mexican employees in
the South Atlantic regional division, ranging from Delaware to
Florida, grew in number by 493 percent.

While the most striking percentage growth in the Mexican
labor force tool place in the southeast and in the central part of
the nation, the greatest numerical growth occurred  in the Pa-
cific states, which added 954,000 Mexican workers in the 1990s.
Most of this growth was in California, whose Mexican workforce
grew by 864,000.  Second to the Pacific states was the West South
Central regional division including Arkansas, Louisiana, Okla-
homa and Texas.  The region’s number of Mexican workers in-
creased by 540,000, with the great majority of the increase in
Texas, which added 510,000 Mexican workers.
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Prior to the events of September 11, 2001, President Bush
and national policymakers were in the process of de-

voting substantial resources toward an overhaul of American
immigration policies toward Mexico with an eye to facilitating
the flow of workers northward.  Policy experts debated both an
earned adjustment and an improved temporary worker program.

The war on terrorism has temporarily assigned a less ur-
gent status to the question of American policies toward Mexi-
can immigration, but the underlying labor needs of U.S. indus-
tries and employers have not fundamentally changed, and many
observers urge renewed attention to Mexican immigration6.
Within this context, it bears consideration of how efficiently
Mexican workers — given their documented demand by U.S.
employers — are currently able to enter the U.S..

Most Mexican workers enter the U.S. under several broad
categories.  On an on-going basis, the great majority enter under
the family reunification system, some enter via the employment-
based visa system, and still others come as temporary workers.
(On a one-time basis, a large number of Mexican workers acquired
legal permanent residence in the U.S. through the legalization pro-
grams of the Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986.)

Table 5 compares Mexican and non-Mexican immigrants in
1998 in terms of whether the immigration system permitted their
entry on a purely economic basis, i.e., whether they were explic-
itly expected to fulfill a labor market need in the U.S.7  As seen
in the table, in a recent year, 1998, Mexicans were far less likely
than other nationalities to be either admitted to the U.S. on the
basis of employment (either permanent or temporary worker
categories).  Only 29.3 percent of Mexicans admitted to the U.S.
had an employment related visa, compared to 45.3 percent of
non-Mexicans.  Thus, while the vast majority of Mexican Ameri-
can workers are significantly contributing to the U.S. economy,
a relatively small proportion are being admitted with this as their
primary reason for entry into the country.

This results in two aspects of this system giving the appear-
ance of inefficiency.  First, the waiting list for immigrants from
Mexico to obtain a family-sponsored immigration visa are ex-
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tremely long, and therefore out of sync with both America’s de-
sire to quickly reunite separated families, but also with the evolv-
ing needs of American employers.  (For example, by the time a
bricklayer from Mexico obtains an employment-related visa to
immigrate, the need for masons may have diminished.)  This
kind of inefficiency places pressure on the individual to enter
illegally.

Secondly, of the employment categories most accessible to
Mexican American workers, a high percentage is concentrated in
agriculture.  Agricultural workers with H2A visas were 43.5 per-
cent of all 1998 Mexican entrants either admitted with employ-
ment-based visas in 1999.  Given the data presented earlier out-
lining major industries with Mexican American workers, it seems
that current immigration policies may not easily allow workers
to have access to non-agricultural positions for which there are a
significant number of job openings in the U.S. economy.
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The economic importance of Mexican workers will only
continue to grow as job openings for unskilled and semi-

skilled workers increase.  Governmental and private sector lead-
ers concerned about strengthening the productivity of the Ameri-
can workforce should therefore implement steps to maximize
the contributions of Mexican workers and minimize any hin-
drances associated with their admission and integration into the
country.

Maximizing the contributions of Mexican workers can take
the form of facilitating the ability of American employers to le-
gally hire needed Mexican workers: to help, as President Bush
has said “willing employers to get together with willing employ-
ees.”8 This can be achieved in part by reducing conditions that
force employers to unknowingly hire Mexican workers pressured
to enter the U.S. illegally to obtain a job.  As described earlier,
the current system of admissions to the U.S. disfavors Mexican
workers in comparison to other immigrants.

The need to increase the number of visas or methods of en-
try for Mexican workers is clear.  Not only would employers be
less hindered in responding to worker shortages, but the dra-
matic human and social consequences of undocumented immi-
gration would be alleviated.  Hardworking, taxpaying Mexican
Americans contribute to our nation’s economy, and without ac-
cess to them, employers face a more difficult challenge of meet-
ing their labor needs.
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This paper is authored for the American Immigration Law Founda-
tion by Rob Paral, who is affiliated with the National Center on Pov-
erty Law in Chicago.  He may be reached at robparal@corecomm.net.
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dence status on the basis of employment skills or receiving an H visa as a temporary worker.
Other categories for temporary workers are excluded from consideration, such as artists with
P2 visas, to focus on admissions directed not so much at individuals but rather at broader
classes of workers.  Including all temporary workers in the analysis would make differences
between Mexicans and non-Mexicans even greater.

8 Cited by U.S. Chamber of Commerce in a April 16, 2002 statement on “Strengthening U.S.-
Mexico Relations: The Unfinished Agenda” before U.S. Senate Committee on Foreign Rela-
tions, Subcommittee on Western Hemisphere, Peace Corps and Narcotics Affairs.

For a more detailed explanation of the statistical analysis used in this report,
please visit AILF’s online version at www.ailf.org/focus.
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The American Immigration Law Foundation is a 501(c) (3)

non-profit organization dedicated to increasing the public

understanding of immigration law and policy and the value

of immigration to American society; to promoting public

service and excellence in the practice of immigration law;

and to advancing fundamental fairness and due process

under the law for immigrants.
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918 F Street, NW, 6th Floor, Washington, DC 20004

P: (202) 742-5600  .  F: (202) 742-5619  .  E-mail: info@ailf.org
Visit our web site at www.ailf.org


