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or those advocating a 
strict seal-the-border 
immigration policy 
in the United States, 

Jonathan Last, senior writer 
for the conservative Weekly 
Standard and author of the 
book What to Expect When 
No One’s Expecting: America’s 
Demographic Disaster told 
a McAllen audience in late 
2013 to look at the example of 
Japan.

For a period in the 1980s, 
he reminded the audience 
during a Monitor Newsmaker 
Breakfast Series discussion, 
Japan’s economic might 
looked unstoppable and 
symbolic acquisitions of such 
hallowed American places, 
like Rockefeller Center, only 
underscored that country’s 
growing infl uence.

“That was before its 
population shrinks and its 
workforce started getting 
older,” he said. Then recession 
overtook that island nation 
with some of the world’s 
strictest immigration policies 
and set into place what 
economists and historians call 
Japan’s “Lost Decade,” during 
which it struggled to regain 
its economic footing — and 
continues to do so today.

As a new U.S. Congress 
promises to grapple with our 
own immigration policy next 
year — either by reforming 
current laws or by torpedoing 
executive actions set into 
motion by President Barack 
Obama last month — we must 
understand the lessons of Japan.

Economically speaking, in 
2014 the United States had its 
“strongest six-month period of 
growth in more than a decade,” 
according to recent data 
released by the White House. 
Reports last week of 5 percent 
annualized growth during the 
third quarter of this year sent 
the stock market into record-
setting territory.

Yet this economic good news 
comes at a time when 10,000 
new Baby Boomers are retiring 
each day and, according to the 
Social Security Administration, 
one-third of the entire U.S. 
workforce will be eligible for 
retirement in 2015.

It portends a looming labor 
shortage for this country at 
a time when its economy 
is fi nally regaining some 
steam following the Great 
Recession of 2007. It also 
renews an obstinate debate: 
Are immigrants, both legal 
and illegal, good for the U.S. 
economy? Or are they an 
unwanted additional burden 
to an already overburdened 
welfare system in this country 
that places extra demand on 

our schools and our health 
care system?

2014 surge
This year also was one of 

unprecedented migration 
into the United States, namely 
through South Texas. During 
fi scal year 2014, the Border 
Patrol arrested 486,651 
immigrants nationwide 
— most on the Southwest 
border — according to a report 
released this month by the 
Department of Homeland 
Security. The report does not 
indicate how many illegal 
immigrants successfully 
crossed the border into the 
United States, however a 
Washington Post review of 
DHS statistics found that 

another 1 million immigrants 
are legally allowed to migrate 
here each year.

Against that backdrop, 
2014 was also a year in which 
studies show that immigrants 
helped to fi ll American jobs 
— whether taking desirable 
or undesirable jobs remains 
a contentious debate — 
replenished population 
drops, increased our country’s 
workforce productivity and 
improved our overall fi scal 
gains.

Nevertheless, our country 
and its political leaders remain 
mired in a polarizing debate 
over immigration reform and 
deportation policies. This is a 
debate that we believe could, 
and should, be settled by a 

review of simple math and the 
positive economic impacts 
that increased immigration 
trends appear to have on 
our country’s current fi scal 
standings.

“It’s fair to say, if you step 
back and look at this year, 
it’s been a milestone year 
growth,” Jeff Zients, director 
of the National Economic 
Council, said during a Dec. 18 
conference call with media. 
Zients said in 2014:

>> American businesses 
have added new jobs for 57 
consecutive months — the 
longest streak of private-sector 
job creation on record — for a 
total of 10.9 million new jobs.

>> It was the best year of 
job growth since 1999 with 
the manufacturing industry 
adding 15,000 jobs per month 
— the highest levels since 
World War II.

>> Wages across the 
country rose.

Labor Secretary Thomas 
Pérez told media that the 
Obama administration 
is taking a “jobs-driven 
approach” to bettering the 
nation’s economy. 

Zients called these statistics 
“a very welcome sign for 
millions of American families,” 
and he said “there’s every 
reason to believe these trends 
will continue.”

But how can such a trend 
continue for our country if 
in upcoming years we won’t 
have enough workers to fi ll 
positions? Demographers 
warn that our aging workforce 
numbers are dangerously 
decreasing.

We believe immigrants — 
both legal and illegal — are 
the key to continuing to staff 
American jobs and to drive 
our country’s future economic 
gains.

So we argue that Congress 
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California has by far the largest number of unauthorized immigrants, more than 2.4 million in 2012. Six out of 10 unauthorized immigrants live in the six states 
with the largest populations of unauthorized immigrants — California, Florida, Illinois, New Jersey, New York and Texas

Note: Population figures are rounded.
Source: Pew Research Center estimates for 2012 based 
on augmented American Community Survey data from 
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President Barack Obama announced 
this month that 2014 was the best year 
of job growth since 1999. And here 

in South Texas, we are seeing very similar 
results.

According to the Texas Workforce 
Commission, in the McAllen, Edinburg, 
Mission metropolitan statistical area the 
unemployment rate dropped from 10.3 
percent in November 2013 to 8.2 percent 
last month. During the same time period, 
the cities of McAllen and Edinburg’s 

unemployment rates dropped 
considerably. McAllen went 
from 6.5 percent last year to 
5 percent this year; Edinburg 
went from 6.8 percent in 2013 
to 5.5 percent this year. 

Our nation, our state and 
our region of South Texas 
are all seeing a positive trend 
in the increase of employed 

residents. I fi rmly believe that education 
and bolstering our workforce is the key to 
successfully lowering unemployment rates.

According to the Texas Education Agency, 
93.5 percent of our students, which are part 
of Region One Education Service Center, 
graduate from high school. This fi gure is 
signifi cant because it is higher than the 
state of Texas’ overall graduation rate of 93.4 
percent. 

This is the result of long-term efforts from 
the federal government to local levels to 
provide a well-trained and skilled workforce 
for employers. To be clear: Our workforce is 
preparing itself to meet the needs of high-
demand industries.

Last July, President Obama signed 
into law the Workforce Innovation and 
Opportunity Act after the bill received 
overwhelming bipartisan support in both 
the House and the Senate. The legislation, 
which reauthorizes the decades-old 
Workforce Investment Act, will help connect 
job training programs with the needs of 
employers to ensure workers learn the most 
in-demand skills and are prepared for the 
jobs of tomorrow. I have long supported 
these measures that promote career 
pathways and utilize sector strategies for 
delivering job training services.

I also support a pathway for more workers 
in our state and I believe that could be 
accomplished by passing comprehensive 
immigration reform.

 Texas has always had a healthy number 
of undocumented workers throughout 
its history. We know that undocumented 
immigrants are spending their wages in our 
communities and that helps to boost our 
economy. There is no doubt in my mind 
that if we were to pass a comprehensive 
immigration bill, we would see our economy 
strengthen at the local and federal levels. 

If we had the votes to pass the DREAM 
Act, we would immediately see an increase 
in the number of highly-skilled foreign-
born immigrants succeeding in careers 
of science, technology, engineering and 
mathematics. Undocumented students 
have the potential to become doctors, 
lawyers, nurses, teachers, scientists, 
mathematicians, engineers and even 
members of Congress. They can contribute 
to our nation’s competitiveness in our 
global economy.

With President Obama’s new executive 
actions regarding immigration in place, 
America’s workforce will continue to 
expand. This action also will encourage new 
businesses and that will create more job 
opportunities. 

All of this should be taken into 
consideration when it comes to the 
advantages we could see once our broken 
immigration system is fi nally fi xed.

These advantages particularly could 
be felt in the Rio Grande Valley, where 
already we are seeing an increase in small 
businesses and witnessing active efforts to 
increase international trade through our 
ports of entry. 

I will continue to work in Congress to 
help make more major strides to help 
create more jobs in our region. I also will 
continue to foster quality job training 
programs that improve employee skills so 
they can compete in the 21st century global 
economy.

When I took offi ce in January 1997, the 
unemployment rate for Hidalgo County 
was at 22 percent. I made it my goal to help 
bring this number down to single digits and 
we succeeded.  Within the fi rst 10 years, we 
brought the unemployment rate to below     
6 percent. 

Unemployment rates shot up when our 
country went through one of the worst 
recessions in our history, but after a lot of 
hard work we are now at, or below, that 
once-record unemployment rate. We have 
made a lot of progress and we will continue 
to work on this successful path for our 
future.

Congressman Rubén Hinojosa is a Demo-
crat from Mercedes. He is chairman of the
Congressional Hispanic Caucus. He serves

on the House Committee on Education and
Labor, and the House Committee on Finan-

cial Services.

Texas jobs 
and dreams

COMMENTARY  | 
U.S. Rep. Rubén Hinojosa

Hinojosa

UNDOCUMENTED IMMIGRANTS
Estimated effects of the loss of 1.4 million undocumented immigrants from Texas in 2005.

 2005  2010  2015  2020  2025
Total employment loss  298,000  287,100  293,800  296,300  302,700
Total gross regional product 
loss in billions $17.7  $18.7  $20.5  $21.4  $22.6
Personal income loss 
in billions  $18.5  $19.0  $24.6  $32.6  $42.9
Loss in exports to rest of world 
in millions $66.5  $390.1  $548.0  $387.7  $123.9
Net population loss (from baseline)  1,309,000  1,033,000  899,400  831,300  784,400
Labor force loss  714,100  434,000  340,500  281,200  281,600
Source: Texas Comptroller of Public Accounts. 
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must open the doors to 
more immigration and it 
must create a viable guest 
worker program that forces 
immigrants to shoulder 
more of the nation’s tax 
burden. The Center for 
American Progress, for 
example, has estimated 
that Obama’s recent 
executive action will raise 
an additional $3 billion in 
payroll taxes in the fi rst 
year alone as workers and 
employers get on the books 
and begin paying taxes. 
They estimate in fi ve years 
it will raise $22.6 billion in 
payroll taxes.

Reports on immigration 
numbers and their 
migration patterns suggest 
that these people are 
spreading out to more 
areas of the country, and 
overall they are fi lling 
a higher proportion of 
jobs than their American 
counterparts.

Therefore our leaders 
must quickly fi nd a viable 
solution to legally integrate 
thousands more immigrants 
into our society — who 
pose no security or criminal 
threat — so that they can 
help us keep up with future 
job growth, pay taxes and 
continue to improve our 
nation’s economy while 
also balancing the need for 
improved and enhanced 
security along our borders.

A report released          
Dec. 18 by the Pew 
Charitable Trusts stated: 
“The size and makeup of 
the U.S. population has 
important implications 
for economic productivity, 
taxation, and spending. 
Immigrants are already 
disproportionately 
represented in the labor 
force with a share of about 
16 percent, while they 
makeup about 13 percent of 
the overall population. The 
Pew Research Center has 
determined that if current 
immigration trends and 
birth rates continue, by 2050 
virtually all (93 percent) of 
the nation’s working age 
population growth will come 
from immigrants and their 
U.S.-born children.”

The report, which studied 
nationwide demographics 
from 1990 to 2012, found 
that “in some places, an 
infl ux of foreign-born 
individuals slowed overall 
population loss and even 
reversed it.” And the 
report projects that “net 
international migration 
to the United States will 
become the primary driver 
of the nation’s population 
growth between 2027 and 
2038.

Yet too many in Congress 
have taken a hard line 
against immigration and 
do not seem to realize or 
acknowledge its economic 
benefi ts. Many Republican 
leaders have promised 
when the 114th Congress 
convenes next month it 
will pass legislation to 
defund or reverse several 
temporary executive actions 
announced in November 
by Obama, which include 
allowing about 4.1 million 
undocumented parents 
of U.S. citizens and legal 
permanent children to stay 
in the country and work 
here legally.

We fear that is short-
sighted and could 
negatively affect our future 
workforce just as our 
economy rebounds from 
the worst recession in 

current history. 
We are hopeful of 

promises made by 
Homeland Security 
Committee Chairman Rep. 
Mike McCaul, R-Texas, who 
pledged during a 
Dec. 2 congressional 
hearing: “Congress will 
address immigration reform 
and we need to do so in an 
intelligent way in keeping 
with the wishes of the 
American people.”

And we remind leaders 
they also must keep in 
mind the needs of future 
generations, as well.

Filling jobs
To ensure a strong and 

full workforce in upcoming 
decades, it’s clear that our 
nation must fi nd a way to 
put politics aside and allow 
more immigrants to come 
here and work.

“There’s been a signifi cant 
amount of rhetoric this past 
election cycle regarding 
immigration that is not 
needed,” said Dr. Steve 
Murdock, director of the 
Hobby Center for the Study 
of Texas at Rice University 
and former director of the 
U.S. Census Bureau and the 
former State Demographer 
of Texas.

Murdock told us that 
Texas has added over 
300,000 people since 
the last Census due to 
immigration, making 
us “the fastest-growing 
state in the country.” He 
says they’ve successfully 
integrated and spread 
throughout the state so 
as to not overwhelm any 
one area. “We’re really 
used to a good number of 
immigrants,” he said. “Given 
our size and growth, I think 
we probably can handle it 
from a pure service size if 
they were being distributed 
throughout the state and 
beyond.”

And that seems to be the 
trend nationwide among 
immigrants:

>> For the past 25 years, 
the immigrant population 
has increased and spread 
across the country, Pew 
reported. In 1990, the 
foreign-born population 
was 19.7 million, or            
7.9 percent of those living in 
the United States. By 2010, 
there were approximately 
40 million immigrants, or 
13 percent of the overall 
population.

>> In 2012, immigrants 
who are here illegally 
accounted for 3.5 percent 
of the nearly 316 million 
people living in the United 
States, and 26 percent of 
the nation’s 42.5 million 
foreign-born residents, 
a report released in 
November by Pew Research 
Center’s Hispanic Trends 
Project found.

Texas continues to 
be a top-draw state for 
immigrants, both who are 
here legally and illegally. In 
2012, Texas had a total of 
4.2 million immigrants — 
58 percent of which were 
from Mexico, according 
to a report by the Center 
for Public Policy Priorities 
released in September. 
That year, Texas had an 
estimated 1.65 million 
unauthorized immigrants, 
second only to California 
which had 2.45 million, Pew 
reports.

And statistics show these 
immigrants are working as a 
percentage often more than 
Americans.

In 2012, immigrants here 
illegally made up 
5.1 percent of the nation’s 

total share of the labor force; 
in Texas they comprised 8.9 
percent of the workforce.

Republicans and 
Democrats, alike, in the 
Lone Star State are known 
to brag about how much 
our state attracts businesses 
and is an engine for job 
growth and a national 
model. Gov. Rick Perry has 
traveled internationally 
and to Washington to 
boast of our state’s fi scal 
successes and job growth 
patterns. But what often is 
not stressed is how much 
immigrants contribute to 
our economy.

“We know that 
undocumented immigrants 
are spending their wages 
in our communities and 
that helps to boost our 
economy,” Rep. Rubén 
Hinojosa, D-Texas, wrote 
today in an exclusive guest 
column. “There is no doubt 
in my mind that if we were 
to pass a comprehensive 
immigration bill, we will see 
our economy strengthen at 
the local to federal levels.”

Indeed, the Center for 
Public Policy Priorities 
report, “Immigrants 
Drive the Texas Economy: 
Economic Benefi ts of 
Immigrants to Texas,” found 
that “Texas immigrants 
have contributed to our 
success story. As workers, 
entrepreneurs, innovators, 
taxpayers and consumers, 
immigrants in Texas are 
major drivers of the state’s 
economy.” 

The report cites:
>> Immigrants in Texas 

make up one-fi fth of the 
state’s overall population of 
adults ages 16 to 64 who are 
of prime working age.

>> Immigrants are more 
likely to be working. Four 
out of fi ve immigrant adults 
— compared with less than 
three out of fi ve U.S.-born 
workers — are engaged 
workers.

>> Immigrants in 
Texas have a labor force 
participation rate of            
67 percent, compared to 
64 percent for U.S.-born 
Texans.

>> Approximately 
9 percent of the Texas 
labor force is made up of 
unauthorized workers.

Yet despite the hard work 
and entrepreneurial spirit 
of Texas immigrants, the 
report found “challenges 
exist to ensure immigrant 
communities and their 
children can thrive.” It 
went on to state: “many 
immigrants fi ll jobs with 
low pay and few benefi ts 
to support their families, 
leaving far too many in 
poverty and with few 
opportunities to get ahead.”

We already know that 
many immigrants pay into 
Social Security accounts 
that are not obtained 
legally and therefore will 
never reap its benefi ts in 
retirement, and immigrants 
who are here illegally 
and want to take higher 
education classes are not 
eligible for federal fi nancial 
aid. But we agree with Rep. 
Hinojosa that if given more 
opportunities they could be 
productive contributors to 
our U.S. economy. 

“Undocumented students 
have the potential to 
become doctors, lawyers, 
nurses, teachers, scientists, 
mathematicians, engineers 
and even members of 
Congress. They can 
contribute to our nation’s 
competitiveness in our global 
economy,” Hinojosa writes.

A 2006 report by 

then-Texas Comptroller 
Carole Keeton Strayhorn, 
entitled “Undocumented 
Immigrants in Texas: 
A Financial Analysis of 
the Impact to the State 
Budget and Economy,” 
found that the 1.4 million 
undocumented immigrants 
living in Texas enhanced 
the state’s economy in fi scal 
year 2005.

The report, which 
Strayhorn’s offi ce touted 
was “the fi rst time 
any state has done a 
comprehensive fi nancial 
analysis of the impact of 
undocumented immigrants 
on a state’s budget and 
economy, looking at gross 
state product, revenues 
generated, taxes paid and 
the cost of state services,” 
found that “the absence of 
the estimated 1.4 million 
undocumented immigrants 
in Texas in fi scal 2005 would 
have been a loss to our 
gross state product of $17.7 
billion. Undocumented 
immigrants produced       
$1.58 billion in state 
revenues, which exceeded 
the $1.16 billion in state 
services they received.”

The report did state, 
however, that “local 
governments bore the 
burden of $1.44 billion in 
uncompensated healthcare 
costs and local law 
enforcement costs not paid 
for by the state.” 

Therefore we believe 
that immigrants who are 
allowed to legally work in 
this country should also be 
required to have healthcare 
insurance coverage. And 
those immigrants who have 
been in this country illegally 
for several years must pay 
back taxes before they can 
obtain legal status.

We also reiterate 
concerns we previously 
brought up about local 
governments, namely that 
in South Texas, not being 
properly reimbursed by 
the federal government for 
border security and other 
humanitarian costs related 
to immigration.

We wish that a more 
recent economic analysis 
relating to immigrants in 
our state was available, 
and we encourage state 
lawmakers to commission 
such a study when they 
convene for the 84th 
Regular Legislature next 
month, especially as state 
lawmakers press federal 
offi cials for reimbursement 
costs relating to 
immigration.

We also urge Congress 
to produce data 
detailing nationwide 
the contributions that 
immigrants have made to 
our country and by states. 

We strongly urge 
lawmakers to study the 
numbers and to evaluate for 
themselves — independent 
of politics and rhetoric 
— how fi scally important 
immigrants are to our 
nation’s economy. 

As we have stated 
before, we fi rmly believe 
that if lawmakers were to 
evaluate this issue from an 
economic standpoint — 
which includes the benefi ts 
of permitting more guest 
workers — that leaders 
would conclude that fi nding 
legal ways to integrate 
hundreds of thousands of 
more citizens into society 
would add to our declining 
workforce  and signifi cantly 
boost our fi scal standings.
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