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Immigrants comprise a large portion of the U.S. workforce.

+ In 2000, immigrants constituted 11 percent of the population,' nearly 15 percent of the nation’s
labor force,2 and headed 20 percent of low-income households in the U.S.3

+ New immigrants (immigrants who entered the U.S. after 1990) accounted for 50.3 percent of
the growth in the civilian labor force between 1990 and 2001.4

+ Assuming that today’s levels of immigration remain constant, immigrants will account for half of
the working-age population growth between 2006 and 2015 and for all of the growth between
2016 and 2035.5

¢ 23 percent of immigrants work in managerial and professional occupations; 21 percent work in
technical, sales, or administrative support occupations; 21 percent in service occupations; 18
percent work as fabricators, operators and laborers; and 4 percent work in farming, forestry
and fishing occupations.®

Immigrants are critical to the current and future growth of
the U.S. economy.

¢ The number of native-born workers ages 35-44 will be smaller in the next 30 years than it is
today. More than 60 million current employees will likely retire during this period.”

¢ Without the contribution of immigrant labor, the output of goods and services in the U.S. would
be at least $1 trillion smaller than it is today® and the civilian labor force would have grown only
5 percent (versus 11.5 percent) between 1990 and 2001.°

¢ The total net benefit to the Social Security system if immigration levels remain constant will be
nearly $500 billion for the 1998-2022 period, and nearly $2 trillion through 2072.10

Immigrant workers are critical to local economies across
the country.

¢ Immigrants are no longer settling only in the six states (California, New York, Florida, Texas,
New Jersey, and lllinois) in which they have traditionally lived, but are moving to nontraditional
states, such as Georgia, Nebraska, North Carolina, and Idaho. In the 1990s the immigrant
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¢

population in nontraditional immigrant states grew twice as fast as in the traditional states
(61 percent versus 31 percent).!t

Between 1990 and 2001, new immigrants (immigrants who entered the U.S. after 1990)
generated all of the labor force growth in the Northeast, 30 percent of the growth in the
Midwest, 36 percent of the growth in the South, and 50 percent of the growth in the West.12

The current workforce system has been ineffective in
serving immigrants and persons who are “limited
English proficient” (LEP) . . .

*

Approximately 15.5 million adults between the ages of 18 and 64 are considered limited
English proficient (LEP), and 62 percent of low-wage immigrant workers are LEP.13

While many immigrant workers hold advanced and post-secondary degrees (almost 30 percent
of immigrants hold a bachelor’s degree or higher), another 30 percent have less than a high
school education, and 18 percent have less than a 9t grade education.™

Most immigrants and LEP persons are prevented from enrolling in training under the Workforce
Investment Act (WIA) because of the perceived “work-first” mandate. As a result, immigrants
do not have the opportunity to improve their English proficiency and occupational skills. These
skills are essential to entering or re-entering the job market, or securing living-wage jobs.

Even when immigrants enter training programs, outcomes that focus solely on employment
and earnings effectively exclude them from the system. For example, many one-stop centers
provide training services to the individuals most likely to get a job. Similarly, training providers
exclude LEP persons by imposing minimum participation requirements (e.g., 8t grade reading
level) that many LEP persons cannot meet.

. and, therefore, despite immigrants’ high rate of labor force

participation, generally their wages and job benefits are low.

¢

Although between 1996 and 1999, immigrants’ unemployment rates fell faster than native-
borns’, median wages for natives rose more than 50 percent faster than median wages for
immigrants.'s

In 2001, nearly half of all immigrant workers earned less than 200 percent of the minimum
wage, in comparison to 32 percent of native-born workers. 6

Only 26 percent of immigrants have job-based health insurance.!”

Programs that integrate job training with language acquisition
help immigrants improve their earnings.

L

Immigrants and refugees who are fluent in oral and written English earn about 24 percent more
than those who lack fluency, regardless of their qualifications.'8
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+ The final report to the U.S. Dept. of Education on the National Workplace Literacy Program,
which integrated job training with language acquisition, found that after employees participated
in the program, employers reported drops in attendance problems, better production, increased
[ob retention, and increased quality control.

¢ EXAMPLE: The Help In Re-Employment (HIRE) Center in Milwaukee has a bilingual curriculum
to train LEP workers in the use of computerized milling machines that create complex parts for
high-end processing machines. HIRE’s 16-week training program has a successful completion
rate of 87 percent, and 90 percent of those who completed the course moved into higher-
paying jobs. The average starting wage for graduates of the program is nearly $11 an hour.®
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