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October 21, 2006—Peter Bohmer, 
The Impact of Immigration on  U.S. Working People
Introduction
We are in a period of significant immigration, second largest in relation to the population since the Civil War. We are also in a period of growing economic inequality, income of top 5% of households, those over $200,000 a year have incomes equal to the 60% of households earning $50,000 a year or less.  The growth in income and wealth inequality over the last 25 years is obscene. The rich really have been getting richer at the expense of everyone else. This is true before taxes but even more true after tax cuts for the wealthy, not just Bush—trend since late Carter years with a temporary reversal in the late 1990’s.. 
Because wages and incomes have fallen, particularly for male workers who have not gotten to college,  at the same time that immigration has grown does not mean that immigration has caused this decline in wages. This is a common fallacy.
The immigrant rights movement is one of the most significant movements in the United States in recent memory—one sign of its significance is that the protests have consistent been larger than the organizers predicted. 

The marches in March and May 1st, 2006 oppose the Sensenbrenner bill, HR 4437, which would make immigration without documents a felony, and in most cases, make it a felony to aid undocumented immigrants. They were  widespread calls for amnesty in these marches.
One argument against amnesty or making immigration easier is that it leads to lower wages for some or all  U.S. citizens, that it reduces public services or causes taxes to be higher because of the burden resulting from services to  immigrants , particularly  undocumented —health, education, welfare, police. Supposedly, immigrants use these services a lot and pay much less back in taxes. This is often not addressed by immigrant rights movement and literature. 

We need to answer these economic arguments-does immigration, particularly illegal immigration hurt workers here. What should be our response as individuals, as movements concerned about economic and social justice— I am looking forward to the discussion—a difficult issue. We need to have answers. 

We need to see immigrant rights as a civil rights, human rights and labor or worker rights issue-in this way—immigrants and U.S. workers can both gain
I. Claims of those who says current immigration hurts U.S. working people 
1. It costs jobs

2. It reduces wages for unskilled workers; other studies say it harms African-American workers
3. There is a burden to States, cities and communities for education, health other costs leading to less services and/or higher taxes.
Sometimes claim is that all immigrants are the problem; others blame only  undocumented workers, often focusing on Mexican and Central American immigrants—80% of the undocumented are estimated to be Mexican or Central American,  although a much smaller proportion  of legal immigrants. 

Logic and Evidence of those who make these claims
1. Fixed number of jobs—immigrants who come in, find  jobs—some citizens lose their jobs
    A. Data—Cities with high immigration, e.g., Los Angeles, Chicago, Houston, New York  don’t have higher unemployment rates than cities with less immigration—e.g., Cleveland, Philadelphia. Unemployment is caused by larger factors—capital flight and disinvestment vs. new investment, types of businesses.    Government’s macroeconomic policies cause employment—taxes, spending, interest rates. (are they expansionary?)
    B. Immigrants—although a lot of money is sent back to Mexico, Philippines, El Salvador, Guatemala (remittances from all states, 41 Billion in a recent study)—much is also spent in the United States, for food, housing, necessities, creates demand, and creates new jobs. Also some Immigrants open businesses—hire immigrants, others.
Not a zero sum game—number of jobs are not fixed. Immigrants getting jobs does not have to be at someone else’s expense. 
Weak and Bad Defense—They (immigrants)  take jobs no on else wants—in agriculture—as gardeners, in restaurants, as maids. This is a weak argument—at a livable wage jobs would definitely be taken so argument assumes low wages and bad conditions. With better wages and conditions citizens would want these jobs. Also there is a lot of unemployment in U.S.—huge demand for jobs at Wal-Mart, which they use against people who criticize their wages and benefits. This shows people want jobs, prefer higher paying ones but out of necessity often take lower paying ones.
In so far as employers replace U.S. workers by immigrant, e.g., in hotels—the solution is full rights of immigrants so they cannot be super exploited by employer. Also we should make strong, non-discrimination against  African-Americans a key part of contracts and policy so that employers cannot divide the workforce. Some evidence of replacement for African Americans in this sector. The union, Unite-Here, got non-discrimination in contract in  San Francisco.
2. Declining wages—Argument is increasing supply, given fixed demand for workers—lowers wages, i.e., excess supply of  “unskilled” workers pushes down their wages e.g., in construction, home care, janitorial, meatpacking, textile, restaurants, etc. 
A. Checked many, many  studies—most show no negative effect of high immigration for workers as a whole in U.S.—neither for men  nor for women employees,

For U.S. workers with less than a high school degree, some small negative effect—the National Research Council in their major 1997 study argued immigration had at most lowered wages of unskilled natives born in U.S. by 1 to 2% over the previous decade and had raised overall wages by a small amount. That is about 17 cents an hour. .The economist identified with finding the largest negative effect is George Borjas of Harvard.  Still he finds immigration has lowered wages of unskilled workers over two decades of about 5% or about $100 a month. Andrew Card of UC Berkeley concludes immigrants have almost no effect on wages and employment. For example, he studied the large immigration into Miami in 1980 from  Cuba, the Marielitos. The labor force grew by 7% in 1980, yet wages for Black in 1981 in Miami was up while it was down in the control cities, and by 1985 black unemployment was lower in Miami than 1979, whole it was higher in the control cities (Lowenstein, pp. 41)   
There are less studies for effect on black workers as a whole— from my reading, slightly larger negative effect for Black workers with less than a high school degree than for whites but still small. See Card.  Also possible negative effects, although small for long-time immigrants of newer immigrants.  
Correlation vs causality, e.g.  meatpacking, chicken processing. Wasn’t cause breaking unions, new corporations moving to rural areas and offering far lower pay—not immigration, per se.  
Most immigrants from  Mexico, Central America have low level of educational attainment—5 to 6 years of school on average. They do compete for low wage jobs with U.S. workers although far less  for higher wage workers.
Importance to stress small effect of immigration on wages and employment even without changes in political economy and policy and I will come back to recommended reforms, changes in our economy,  that can lead to workers in U.S., immigrants and non-immigrants both gaining.   
3. Cities and States—Immigrants-documented and documented pay taxes—sales tax, property taxes, most immigrant workers,  including  undocumented get paid with regular pay stubs—social security,  income taxes deducted. Around 80% of undocumented workers have deductions taken out of their pay for social security and other taxes. Also of course, pay sales taxes.
At the Federal level—immigrants pay  more in taxes than they receive back in services—a major reason for solvency of social security—most immigrants work and are quite young.

Restrictions on food stamps, Medicaid for immigrants—including  documented ones-- reduced payments and eligibility. Over $7 billion and growing rapidly is spent on border patrol, the wall, educing this could provide needed resources to communities with many immigrants.    
At the State and local level-there is more govt. spending for immigrants than taxes—one detailed estimate of about $30 billion a year—argument for more Federal money to states and local communities with large immigrant populations. Immigrants contribute in many ways to economy-so do their children, both of whom in the present and future  help finnace social security.
3. Conclusions—
   Effects of workers in U.S. workers here are small, probably  a little bit negative for workers with high school degree or less, particularly black male and young but that can be easily changed.  Immigrants are scapegoated; disguises the real causes of  unemployment, loss of benefits, lower wages. The cause is growing corporate power, growing corporate globalization, corporations and government are fighting  a class war against working people and unions.  Corporations and government are cutting benefits, social programs –easy to blame the “other”, similarly happened in the 1930’s, when at least 400,000 and probably a lot more, Mexicans were rounded up and deported by various government agencies, most were legal; and many hundreds of thousands more left under threat of deportation. This had no impact on unemployment in the Unites States which was still at depression levels in 1939.  
4. Solutions—
1. Not a guest worker  program, which should be opposed. Guest worker means people who come here usually for a  specific job, employer; no rights to permanent residency. They are good for employers but not for workers—it creates a permanent second class of people who are totally controlled by their employer. It  hurts U.S. workers as it gives employers incentive to replace domestic workers by guest workers—bad morally and bad economically.

2. a. Make it easier to organize-strengthen National Labor Relations Board (NLRB). Stronger unions would help all workers—making it easier to organize and win is one important step. 

   b. Unions aggressively organizing all workers, seeing immigrants particularly immigrant women as leaders in organizing drives, e.g., in restaurants, hotels, retail trade, 
Unions must demand full rights for immigrants, so employers cannot play off immigrants against Native born, need to organize inclusively—some big and positive changes in the labor movement since 1986 when many unions and AFL-CIO not sympathetic to immigrants; positive changes in Unite-Here, SEIU, UFCW--- a ways  to go 
3a.  Raise minimum wages—organize for a living wage;  this prevents any negative effect of a growing supply of low wage workers—a wage of $12 -$15 an hour with benefits would benefit immigrants and low paid U.S. workers, so would universal health care. 
 b. What about jobs  lost because of immigrants or because of higher wages (3a) —very small effect—also push for full employment policies—not a zero sum game—Govt. as employer of last resort—need organizing and large and unified and militant social movements  to make this happen 
 c. Push for stronger affirmative action and anti-discrimination policies—in govt policy and at the workplace—The union, Unite-Here has done this in contracts. This prevents employers to play off blacks against immigrants. 
4. Support AMNESTY for all immigrants in the U.S. —people will come anyway—otherwise,  there will  be workers with less rights which hurts all workers. We need to do popular education on a broad grass-roots scale in favor of amnesty. An Injury to One is an Injury to All!
Need for full rights for immigrants—unemployment, social programs, have federal government pay more of the cost so local communities don’t have unequal burden. 
5. Globally—As long as wages are many times in the U.S. than they are in Mexico, El Salvador, Guatemala, Nicaragua—and 50% or more of the people in these countries are poor;  people are going to come here—more jobs and higher wages. It is also reasonable  to assume that most people  prefer to stay in their own country if their needs can be met—that if people can make ends meet where they are most are not going to emigrate to the United States. . 

What I call neoliberalism hurts working people in most countries, in the global South but also here, and benefits the capitalists, particularly the financial  ones.
By neoliberalism, I  mean unregulated markets, cutting of government  spending for social services, privatization of public goods and services, low taxes, no restrictions of the movement of goods or capital across borders, which is called free trade. It leads to a race to the bottom where corporation move production to where its wage, tax and environmental costs are minimized; and the threat to move gives them a lot of power.  It claims to be anti-government but certain parts of government are strengthened—military, police. 
Mexico has been following these neoliberal policies under pressure from the U.S. for over  20 years. Their wages have fallen even faster than U.S. wages. Agricultural production of corn has been devastated by imports of corn from the U.S. and millions have come to the United States.
Capital and goods are free to move across borders but labor is controlled. 

We usually think of neoliberalism as what is going on in Latin America, Africa but it is also occurring here at home.--under language like flexible labor, the ownership society, anti-tax propaganda, law and order.  
In Mexico, neoliberal policies institutionalized under NAFTA, which took effect in 1994-results have been growing poverty, growing underemployment and inequality, even worse than here. Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador, (AMLO) the 2006 candidate of the PRD,  campaigned against many of these failed policies—for reforming NAFTA to protect small Mexican farmers,  a society to improve the lives of the poor. AMLO  probably won the July election, although officially he fell short by 0.5% and there is a revitalized movement to change the direction of Mexico—also EZLN. We should show solidarity with Mexican people working for a more just and democratic Mexico. 

In Latin America, big movement against neoliberalism—Chavez in Venezuela, Evo Morales in Bolivia have promised to move away from  this model— and begun to do so. Oil money in Venezuela is being used for schools, clinics, sponsoring the start up of worker cooperatives, and to increase agricultural production  for local markets.  . There are strong movements in Bolivia against the privatization of water and natural gas, who are pressuring the new government of Evo Morales to support the majority not the wealthy.  Chavez, Morales, movements such as the MST in Brazil are our allies not U.S. corporations because they wave the flag on the 4th of July. We need to oppose U.S. government attempts to intervene and destroy these exciting developments. 
Another part of solution is to work against CAFTA, NAFTA—free trade agreements, push for debt cancellation of loans to countries in the global south that force them to accept these policies as a condition of being extended new loans. By challenging neoliberalism or corporate globalization, we can build links across borders to improve wages and working conditions in all countries. This is likely to  reduce immigration as wages and benefits and working conditions are harmonized upwards rather than the race to the bottom. Immigrant  rights should be a part of the global justice movement and of the labor movement. 
Challenging corporate globalization and against U.S. military and economic intervention abroad benefits most people in the Global South and also working people here.—Solidarity across borders is not only right morally, it is good economics  of the large majority of people —supporting immigrants is one necessary part of a vibrant and principled global and economic justice movement. We need to connect solidarity across borders to the struggles for economic and racial  justice at home in Olympia, Washington State and the U.S.A. and fight back against corporate and government attacks on women, the poor, immigrants, and working people.  
The People United Will Never Be Defeated

El Pueblo Unido,  Jamás Será Vencido 
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