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~ Illegal Immigration
from Mexico and Its
Labor Force Implications

>

Vernon M. Briggs

One of the most important labor market de-
velopments in the United States since the
late 1960s has been the resurgence of immi-
gration as a vital factor of national life. The
trend is so strong that demographers have
already concluded that immigration in the
1980s is as important as fertility rates in ex-
plaining both population and labor force
growth. The revival of immigration has oc-
curred so quickly that the nation has yet to
recognize that our prevailing immigration
policies-conceived during the 1950s and
early 1960s when immigration was numeri-
cally small-have been overwhelmed by the
strains placed upon them in the 1970s and
early 1980s.

In response to the need to update prevail-
ing policy, Congress approved the creation
of the Select Commission on IIJlmigration
and Refugee Policy in 1978 to study all as-
pects of the nation's immigration policy. The
sixteen-member Commission, chaired by
Rev. Theodore Hesburgh, issued its final re-
port in early 1981. It described the nation's
immigration system as being in total disarray
and completely incapable of carrying out its
stated objectives. Although all aspects of the
nation's immigration system were criticized,
the Commission asserted that the greatest
deficiency is the unenforceability of the pre-
vailing statutes with respect to illegal entry.'
It described this problem as being "out of
contro!."

Before discussing illegal immigration, it is
important to note that the United States is
unique in the number of persons that it con-
tinues to admit as legal immigrants and ref-
ugees. On average, about two-thirds of the
immigrants to all of the nations of the world
are annually admitted to the United States.

--

Yet despite this relatively liberal policy, many
additional persons defy the legal system and
enter illegally. Thus, the topic of immigra-
tion reform as it has emerged in the 1980s is
not one that involves restrictionism per se;
rather, it is an issue that pertains to the abil-
ity of the nation to enforce what has been
legislatively agreed upon.

How Many Are There?

Obviously, an important concern to any dis-
cussion of illegal immigration is the number
of persons involved. But by the very illegal
nature of the movement, precise data will
never be available. Only figures pertaining to

. apprehensions exist and even they are sus-
pect due to numerous duplications. The
growth of apprehensions has been stagger-
ing-from 86,000 in 1964 to over a million
in 1979 with no real change in deterrent abil-
ity. One must assume that the total number
of illegal immigrants is growing in a similar
fashion.

It makes little conceptual difference
whether the stock of illegal immigrants in
the nation is 3 million, or 6 million, or 9 mil-
lion, or 12 million persons. All of these
numbers have been cited in various official
reports and research studies. The precise
number is irrelevant if one concedes-as
eve1yone familiar with this issue does - that the
number of persons involved is substantial
and that the direction of change is toward
annually increasing numbers.

Moreover, before one despairs that little
can be learned because the data are so poor,
it should be realized that this also is the case
with most of the major social problems of the
day. Reliable data are unavailable about the
size of energy supplies, local labor market
conditions, the extent of discrimination,
crime, health, mental health, and the degree
of environmental degradation, to name only
a few issues. The problem of illegal immigra-
tion is as real as any of these issues. Yet with
these other concerns, the lack of poor data
has not precluded the enactment of major
public policy initiatives.

--------.----

Vernon M. Briggs is a
pTOfessor of industrial
and labor relations at
the ILR School.
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Who Are the Illegal Immigrants?

Illegal immigrants are streaming into the
United States from virtually every nation in
the world. About sixty countries have been
identified as regular sources with fifteen
countries regarded as being significant
sources. By far the largest single supplier is
Mexico. It is estimated that it alone accounts
for about 60 percent of the annual flow
and of the accumulated stock of illegal
immigrants.

Most of the illegal immigrants from
Mexico are classified as having "entered
without inspection" ("EWIs" in the parlance
of the immigration system). They simply
walk, swim, climb, or drive across the border
without passing through a border control
point. It is the process of entering the
United States without proper documents
that creates their illegal status. Illegal immi-
grants from most other nations usually enter
with proper documents but they either over-
stay their entry visas or they seek work dur-
ing their visits in violation of their visa terms
or both. They are "visa abusers." They may
have entered as tourists, businessmen, stu-
dents, or crewmen, to name a few of the ac-
cess routes.

Of those persons apprehended by the U.S.
Immigration and Naturalization Service each
year, usually between 90 and 99 percent are
from Mexico. The reason for the higher ap-
prehension rate for Mexicans than for others
is that it is far easier to capture EWIs in the
process of crossing or in near proximity to
the border than it is to ferret out visa abusers
who, having entered the country months or
years before, have subsequently scattered
geographically. The disproportionate ap-
prehension rate for Mexicans has contrib-
uted to the false impression that illegal im-
migration is a problem only with Mexico and
affects only the Southwest. This is not the
case. Illegal immigrants come from a variety
of nations and they can be found almost
anywhere.

Why Mexicans?

Illegal immigration from Mexico has existed
as long as the border itself. What has
changed dramatically is the scale. The
United States acquired the land mass that is
today the Southwest as the result of the trea-
ty that ended the Mexican War of 1846-48
and the Gadsden Purchase in 1853. At that
time there were only about 75,000 Mexicans
in this vast area. Very few Mexicans immi-
grated into the area throughout the remain-
der of the nineteenth century, and it was not
until the period from 1910 to 1930 that the
first mass movement of Mexicans into the

United States took place. The impetus for
the movement at that time was the brutal vio-
lence of the Mexican Revolutionary War and
its aftermath during which, it is estimated,
one out of every fifteen Mexicans in the na-
tion's entire population was killed. Over
three-quarters of a million Mexicans legally
immigrated into the United States during
that period. Many more entered illegally;
there was no real effort made to control
entry prior to the creation of the U.S. Bor-
der Patrol in 1924. It was this mass migra-
tion that largely created the population base
for our present-day Chicano population and
laid the foundation for subsequent legal and
illegal immigration flows from Mexico.

During the 1930s, the immigration move-
ment temporarily abated due to the lack of
jobs. There were even efforts made by vari-
ous U.S. agencies to "repatriate" many of
those who had come earlier. In the 1940s,
the labor shortages associated with World
War II led to demands by southwestern ag-
ricultural intere'sts for the creation of the
Mexican Labor Program - better known as
the "bracero program." Ostensibly a tempo-
rary program, it was continued for twenty-
two years. Under its auspices, hundreds of
thousands of rural Mexicans were exposed
to the higher wages, better standard of liv-
ing, and broader array of jobs of the Ameri-
can economy. The rapid upsurge in illegal
immigration from Mexico can virtually be
dated to the unilateral termination of this
program by the United States on December
31, 1964. The long life of the program
served to reestablish the immigration links
between the two nations.

By the early 1960s, Mexico had become
the largest source of legal immigrants to the
United States, a distinction it has maintained
ever since. No quotas were placed on immi-
gration from any Western Hemisphere na-
tions until 1965, and it was not until 1976
that Mexico was included under the same
ceiling as all other nations of the world (i.e.,
20,000 immigrants a year plus immediate
family members who are not counted). The
result of the application of this seemingly
equitable policy was that the demand for
visas quickly exceeded the available places,
and a massive backlog developed. As of early
1982, there were over a quarter-million visa
applications pending from Mexicans seeking
to immigrate legally to the United States.

Thus, the consequences of these dual ac-
tions-the termination of the bracero pro-
gram in 1964 and the beginning of the first
efforts in 1965 to place some limitations on
immigration from Mexico-set the stage for
the iUegal immigration problem that has de-
veloped in the ensuing years.

Aside from the effects of these institu-
tional developments, there is also the reality
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of the economic differences between the two
nations. It is unlikely that any land border in
the world separates two nations with greater
differences in per capita income (a gap of
over $7,000) or standard of living. Mexico,
in addition, has its own internal difficulties
that have contributed to the emigration rate.
It has consistently had one of the world's
highest population growth rates-even
higher than that of India. With the median
age of its population being fifteen years of
age, the prospects for finding jobs for its
swelling labor force are bleak even under the
best of circumstances. Moreover, the World
Bank reported in ] 980 that Mexico has one
of the most unequal distributions of income
of any of the "middle income" but still eco-
nomically less developed nations for which it
collects data. It also noted that, in the pre-
ceding fifteen years in which the economy
had experienced significant economic pro-
grams in the aggregate, there was "little or
no change in the distribution of income."
Fully 45 percent of the families of Mexico
were classified in ] 977 as being poor (pov-
erty defined as $1,]35 per family per year).

In addition, Mexico has been ruled since
the 1920s by an essentially one-party political
system that has become so corrupt that the
corruption itself became a major topic in the
presidential campaign of 1982. The fact that
there is virtually no room for effective re-
form through the system of single-party rule
means that there is little prospect for im-
provements in the seemingly endemic na-
tional problems of unemployment, under-
employment, and poverty. Moreover, since
1940 the political leaders of Mexico have re-
lentlessly pursued a capital-intensive eco-
nomic development strategy in a nation with
an already chronic surplus of labor. The
result has been that many Mexicans have
become convinced that their o~ly hope for
improvement is to move north to the
United States..

For Mexico, therefore, illegal immigration
has long served as an escape valve, permit-
ting the country to avoid the necessity of
confronting its own realities. During the time
in which an immigration reform bill (i.e., the
so-called Simpson-Mazzoli bill) was pending
before the U.S. House of Representatives in
December 1982, the Mexican Senate unani-
mously passed a resolution that questioned
the right of the United States to control'
immigration across its own borders and
expressed "alarm and concern" over the
possible repercussions of passage of the
bill. Undoubtedly one of the real fears of
the Mexican politicians was the prospect of
having to address the issues of internal
reform that would be necessary if large
numbers of its younger and more ambitious

-

citizens did not continue to leave the
country.

All of the factors that have "pushed" many
Mexicans out of their country in the past
have become far worse since early 1982.
With the decline in the price of gas and oil,
on whose export revenues the Mexican gov-
ernment had promised to improve the econ-
omy, there has come the necessity of auster-
ity in 1983. A series of peso devaluations,
hyper-inflation, curtailed public expendi-
tures, and the world's largest external debt
(as of the end of 1982) have only added to
the dismal economic picture of the past. The
stage is set for what is likely to be an even
greater exodus of Mexicans in the spring of
1983 and the years that follow.

Labor Market Effects

The available research on the characteristics
of illegal immigrants from Mexico shows that
the major reason that they come is to find
jobs and that they are often successful in
their quest. Some of the jobs are sub-
standard. They exist only because of the
availability of an easily exploitable group
(i.e., people who will seldom complain and
who are grateful for anything they receive).
The jobs held by the vast majority of illegal
aliens, however, cannot be classified as sub-
standard; they pay at least the federal
minimum wage. Moreover, despite the fact
that illegal immigrants work disproportion-
ately in low-wage jobs, there are a significant
number in manufacturing and construction
who hold jobs that pay well. Brief mention
needs to be made of each of these situations.

Regarding those who work under exploita-
tive conditions, it is likely that the jobs they
take are jobs that citizens would not tolerate.
Yet this is certainly no excuse for their per-
petuation. If it is wrong for citizens to work
under unfair work standards, it is equally
wrong for illegal aliens to do so.

With respect to the low-wage labor market
(i.e.,jobs that pay in the range of feder-
al minimum wage and slightly above) where
it is believed most illegal immigrants seek
employment, it has been alleged-but never
empirically supported-that illegal immi-
grants perform jobs that citizens will no
longer do. The fact is that there is not a
single occupation in the American economy
for which census data will not show that the
vast preponderance of workers doing that
type of work are citizen workers. Indeed, the
U.S. Department of Labor, in testimony
submitted in 1982 in support of the pending
immigration reform bill, stated that there
were 29 million workers (or 30 percent of
the employed civilian labor force) who were
currently employed in "the kinds of low-

For Mexico,
illegal immigra-
tion has long
served as an
escape valve,
permitting the.
country to avoid
the necessity of
confronting its
own realities.
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skilled industrial, service, and agricultural
jobs in which illegal aliens typically seek
employment."

Apart from employment effects resulting
from a shift in the amount of labor available
at a given time, there are also simultaneous
wage impacts. This issue is often overlooked
by those who simplistically assert that illegal
immigrants fill jobs that citizens will not take.
The presence of a significant number of il-
legal immigrants in selected labor markets
will reduce the absolute wage rates below
what the market would have otherwise set. It
will also open up relative wage gaps between
different occupations and industries that will
vary with the availability of illegal immi-
grants. It is in this context-the artificial
suppression of wages due to inadequate pub-
lic policy safeguards-that some employers
are led to conclude that citizen workers are
unavailable. But this is a self-fulfilling
prophecy. It is an argument based upon
economic influences rather than upon the
dubious sociological contention that U.S.
workers will not do certain types of work.
The working of a normal labor market-one
without the additional shadow labor force of
illegal immigrants-should provide an ample
supply of labor if the employers are willing
to pay a competitive wage rate.

As for the characteristics of those workers
who compete most directly with illegal immi-
grants, the Select Commission concluded
that it is the young and the less skilled citi-
zens who are "the most adversely affected"
by the presence of illegal immigrants. These
citizen groups are disproportionately com-
posed of women and minorities who, along
with youths in general, tend to have the
highest unemployment rates in the nation.
In the theory of welfare economics, those
persons who are hurt by a particular policy
(i.e., the toleration of illegal immigrants in
the labor market) could be compensated fi-
nancially for their losses by taxing those who
benefit so that society is no worse off by the
action. But if these payments are not actually
made-and I know of absolutely no policy
proposal that has even remotely suggested
that this be done-then this benign principle
does not apply.

One of the major ways to increase the
number of job opportunities and the re-
wards for seeking earned income for our
present working poor population is to re-
duce the uncontrolled supply of new en-
trants into the existing low-wage sector of
the economy. Many of the jobs performed by
low-wage workers are essential to the
operation of our economy. Farm workers,
dishwashers, laborers, garbage collectors,
building cleaners, restaurant employees,
gardeners, maintenance workers, to name a

-
few occupations, perform useful and often
indispensable work. Unfortunately, their
remuneration is often poor, in part because
there is a large pool of persons available for
these jobs. One way to make these jobs more
attractive to citizen workers is to curtail the
unfair addition of millions of illegal aliens
into this sector of the economy. The normal
operation of the labor market should see
wages increase in response to the demand
for, services as the size of the surplus pool is
reduced. If the illegal aliens were flooding
into the legal, medical, educational, and
business executive occupations of this coun-
try, this problem would have received na-
tional attention at the highest level and it
would have been solved. But because it is the
blue-collar, agricultural, and service workers
who bear most of the burden of the competi-
tion, the issue remains largely unaddressed.

As for the better-paying jobs in construc-
tion and manufacturing, no one will debate
that the illegal aliens employed in these posi-
tions cause a displacement effect. Even in
these cases, illegal aliens are often "preferred
workers"; they are less likely to join unions,
or to complain about denial of equal em-
ployment opportunity, safety violations, or
sex harassment, or to make other entitle-
ment demands upon employers. It is in this
sector that the federal government is most
vigilant in its limited enforcement activities.
Helping th~ most privileged of our society
has always been a popular role for govern-
ment agencies.

Only in the case of a full-employment
economy is it conceivable that the presence
of illegal immigrant workers could provide
some aggregate economic benefits to society.
Under such circumstances, it might be possi-
ble for a higher level of both production and
economic growth to occur because of the ad-
ditionallabor supply. It might even mean
that aggregate prices would be lower because
of the increased competition of citizen and
alien workers for jobs, which could reduce
wage pressures. But all of these conceivable
benefits would be very limited because most
Mexican illegal immigrants are unskilled and
poorly educated. There are technological
limits on the amount of production that soci-
ety can obtain as the result of simply increas-
ing the supply of workers with limited
human capital endowments. Given minimum
wage laws, there are also limits on how far
nominal wages can be reduced even if the
supply of labor is artificially increased.
Moreover, severe costs would be imposed on
those particular subgroups-youth, women,
and minorities-who would experience the
direct competition with illegal immigrants in
the form of lower wages and discouraged
labor force participation. These costs would



have to be balanced against any possible
benefits.

But to talk about theoretical benefits that
might accrue to the nation from illegal im-
migrants in the context of full employment
is, at present, too irrelevant to be of even
academic interest. Given the inordinately
high unemployment of the early 1980s and
the growing consensus among economists
that it may not be possible to reduce this rate
below 6.5 percent without triggering unac-
ceptable inflation rates, there is no rationale
for a benign attitude toward any factor that
contributes to unemployment of citizen
workers. Illegal immigrants are not the only
cause of unemployment and persistent low-
income patterns among certain subgroups of
the American labor force but they certainly
are a factor. The formulation of any serious
full-employment strategy for the United
States in the 1980s, therefore, must include
measures to curtail illegal immigration.

The Front Door Alternative

If by chance the miracle of economic mira-
cles does occur and the United States
achieves full employment and if, under these
special circumstances, labor shortages in cer-
tain low-skilled occupations do occur, there is
a preferable alternative to illegal immigra-
tion as a means of filling these needs. That
is, of course, -to use the front door to the na-
tion's labor force and simply increase legal
immigration under the occupational admis-
sion categories of the existing immigration

statutes. At present, it is only highly skilled
and educated immigrants who are admitted
under these provisions in response to per-
ceived labor market shortages of their tal-
ents. Bur there is no reason why the legal
system could not be adapted to meet real
shortages-if they ever exist-for low-skilled
workers as well.

There is absolutely no justification that can
be made for the use of illegal immigration as
a means to supply workers to the labor force.
If there are no real shortages, the illegal
immigrants harm the employment and in-
come opportunities of citizen workers; if
there are real shortages, the honorable
course is to seek to enlarge the flow of
legal immigrants who are unskilled and
poorly educated to meet such labor market
shortages.

Using the legal system to admit low-skilled
workers (if a need really exists) is also the
preferred alternative to illegal immigration
because there are certain noneconomic rea-
sons for wanting to stop illegal immigration.
One such consideration is the fact that illegal
immigration via the EWI route is dangerous
and often abusive to the immigrants. It often
involves the use of professional smugglers
("coyotes") who extract exorbitant fees for
transportation and false documents. These
charges may consume the life savings of the
individuals involved. Frequently, individuals
without sufficient funds seek additional
amounts from loan sharks who charge out-
rageous interest rates and enforce repay-
ment by the use of brute force. In many
cases, the smugglers use means of transpor-
tation that are life threatening. In sum, there

If there are
real shortages,
the honorable
course is to
seek to
enlarge the
flow of legal
immigrants.
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is nothing romantic about the illegal immi-
gration process. Immigrants are often placed
at the mercy of the most undesirable
elements of both Mexican and American
societies. Indeed, the indifference of our so-
ciety and its policy makers toward the plight
of illegal immigrants in our midst represents
one of the most seamy aspects of contem-
porary American life.

Furthermore, there are other serious
long-run consequences of inaction. The na-
tion is rapidly accumulating a subclass of
persons truly without rights within our soci-
ety. Although technically free to avail them-
selves of some legal rights and protections,
few illegal aliens dare to use them. In addi-
tion, they and their family members are in-
creasingly being excluded from much of the
basic social legislation in this nation. These
exclusions vary from the federal level where
illegal aliens are denied eligibility for Sup-
plemental Security Income, Medicaid, and
Aid to Families with Dependent Children, to
individual state exclusions from unemploy-
ment compensation programs. In some lo-
calities, attempts have even been made to
prevent children of illegal immigrant
families from attending public schools with-
out paying tuition. If they are paying Social
Security taxes, they are likely to be contribut-
ing to fictitious accounts from which they
will never receive any benefits even though
they may some day desperately need the
protection that this system is designed to
provide. At all levels, illegal aliens are denied
the political right to vote. These actions rep-
resent embarrassing efforts by our society to
avoid the legitimate costs of our own policy
inadequacies.

Certainly the growth of a subclass of illegal
aliens cannot be in the nation's long-term
interest. Once before the nation tried to live
with a subclass in its midst. Then the institu-
tion was slavery, and the nation is still trying
to overcome the legacy of that episode. It is
an experience that should not be repeated.

Illegal immigration from Mexico in par-
ticular and from other countries in general is
a serious problem that can only get worse.
With no redeeming virtues, it is an issue that
begs for policy reform. The nation should
continue to have a liberal immigration policy
but it can ill afford to continue to have no
policy with respect to the presence of illegal
immigrants in its labor force. Sometimes a
democracy must make difficult decisions.
Adopting the strict measures needed to cur-
tail illegal immigration is one of these. As the
Select Commission wisely observed, "If it is a
truism to say that the United States is a na-
tion of immigrants, it is also a truism that it is
one no longer, nor can it become a land of
unlimited immigration." 0

~

The Characteristics of
Illegal Aliens

David S. North and
Marion F. Houstoun

The purpose of this study was to gather, for
the first time, data on the demographic
characteristics, country of origin, employ-
ment history, wages, and participation in
public services of illegal aliens in the U.S.
labor market and to examine the implica-
tions of the data for U.S. manpower policy.

With the cooperation of the Immigration
and Naturalization Service (INS), 793 ap-
prehended illegal aliens, 16 years of age or
more, who had worked for wages at least two
weeks in the U.S., were interviewed in May-
1une 1975. All interviews were voluntary.
The study group consisted of 481 Mexican
illegals, 237 illegals from other nations in the
Western Hemisphere (WH respondents),
and 75 illegals from nations in the Eastern
Hemisphere (EH respondents). The respon-
dents were interviewed in nineteen, primar-
ily metropolitan, sites across the nation; only
a minority of the interviews were held at the
U.S.-Mexico border.

The non-response rate was unexpectedly
low (around 5 percent). and most respon-
dents answered detailed questions about
their experiences in the U.S. labor market,
the amount of money they had sent home,
the number of trips they had made to the
U.S. in the last five years, the amount of
money they had paid a smuggler (if they had
been smuggled), and the number of times
they had been apprehended by INS. The
completeness of the interviews and the fre-
quency with which the respondents gave an-
swers contrary to their self-interest suggest
that the survey results can generally be re-
garded as reliable.

It is important for the reader to note that
because the number, distribution, and
characteristics of illegals are not known, and
because random sampling from that popula-
tion is not possible, a representative sample
could not be drawn. Extrapolation of the

This article has been adapted from a longer report by the
authors, The Characteristics and Role of Illegal
Aliens in the U.S. Labor Market: An Exploratory
Study, preparedfor the Employment and Training
Administration, U.S. Department olLabor, in 1976.
Although the study is now seven years old, it remains a
landmark in research on illegal immigration, the only
national study based on inj(JTmation elicitedfrom illegal
aliens themselves. - EDITOR
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