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An Alternative to the President’s 2005 Immigration
Policy
Michael Kraft
ABSTRACT: The central feature of President Bush’s immigration policy is a proposed temporary worker
program that would allow low-skilled migrant workers to enter the United States for a fixed period of time
before being required to return to their countries of origin.  This temporary worker program would not
provide a path to citizenship, and the president argues that it will help stem the tide of illegal immigration.
This paper does agree with the president’s position that immigrant workers play a key part in U.S. economic
growth, and that until the children of immigrants enter the workforce, immigrants cost the economy—in
services they receive—more than they contribute to it.  However , drawing from the results of a study of a
previous temporary worker program, this paper argues that the proposed temporary worker program would
actually lead to increases in illegal immigration.  Applying an economic argument,  allowing employers continued
access to a temporary pool of low-skilled workers prevents certain structural improvements from being made
in the economy, and does little to reduce the abuses and improve the sub-standard working conditions faced
by many of today’s illegal workers.  Negotiating a permanent immigration program under NAFTA allowing
increased—but limited—immigration of unskilled workers to the U.S. and increasing emigration of professional
and managerial U.S. workers to Mexico would provide a more comprehensive solution to the problem of illegal
immigration by providing a framework under which the rights of migrant workers can be protected, and the
economic needs of both Mexico and the U.S. better met.

Introduction

The subject of immigration figures
prominently in the 2005 Economic

Report of the President (ERP).  As the president states
in the introductory paragraphs of chapter 4, “the
flexibility of the U.S. labor market helps immigrants
succeed.”  He also states that the social costs of
immigration are outweighed by the benefits, and that
a new temporary worker program (TWP) is needed to
improve the conditions of undocumented immigrants
and reduce their numbers (Bush, 2005, p. 93).  I am in
general agreement with the president’s first two points,
but take issue with the assertion that a temporary
worker program would reduce illegal immigration.
While the president’s TWP would likely benefit
undocumented immigrants to a certain extent, the
report ignores the historical impact of previous
temporary worker programs on subsequent rates of
immigration, and it glosses over the impact that
decreased wages would have on the unskilled portion
of the domestic labor market.  Finally, the president’s
unilateral approach to the creation of a temporary
worker program fails to place the proposed policy
within the larger framework of the North American
Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), which would allow

the policy to more effectively meet its goals (Gunn,
2005).

The primary concern of the president’ s
immigration policy is the control of undocumented
immigration.  The report briefly discusses U.S.
immigration in a historical context, noting that U.S.
immigration policy has changed markedly since the
“open door” policy that ended with the National
Origins Act of 1924, but that there has been a
consistent demand for foreign labor since that time.

Between 1942 and 1964, the U.S. and
Mexican governments operated the Bracero program,
which provided U.S. agriculture an average of
200,000 temporary Mexican laborers each year.  The
report emphasizes that the end of the Bracero
program in 1964 and the imposition of immigration
quotas eliminated almost all avenues of legal
immigration from Mexico, directly leading to the
undocumented immigration which continues into the
present (Bush, 2005).  The report admits that the
Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) of
1986, which granted a general amnesty to illegal
immigrants already here and imposed penalties upon
employers who knowingly hire undocumented
workers, was largely unsuccessful at curbing
undocumented immigration.  However, the president’s
solution to the problem is to institute a new temporary
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worker program, which would grant low-skilled
workers the legal right to work in the U.S. for three
years with the option to renew for an additional three
year term.  To help encourage temporary workers to
return home, the U.S. would call for negotiations with
foreign governments to recognize payments made into
the U.S. Social Security system, as well as set up tax-
preferred savings accounts to be accessed from the
home country (Bush, 2005).

While the president’s temporary worker
program would bring some immediate benefits to
current illegal immigrants and the employers needing
their labor, the long term impact would be an increase
rather than a decrease in illegal immigration.  Also,
when a ready supply of inexpensive temporary labor
is always available, wages for unskilled workers tend
to be lower, working conditions tend to be worse,
and employers have less of an incentive to make
capital improvements.  An expanded program of legal
immigration conducted under the auspices of NAFTA
would provide a more comprehensive solution to the
U.S. economy’s ongoing need for low-skilled
workers, Mexico’s need for continued economic
development, and the present economic and future
development needs of low-skilled immigrants.

Points of Agreement

The ERP’s discussion of the current
structural components of immigration in the U.S.
and its demographic trends are correct.  In the section
entitled “Immigration and Economic Growth,” the
report identifies the extent to which immigration
contributes to employment growth among broad
occupational categories, as well as the regions of the
U.S. that are experiencing the greatest influx of new
immigrants (Bush, 2005).  This section also quotes
Census Bureau data when discussing the number of
documented versus undocumented immigrants
currently in the U.S., and it correctly points out that
as of 2003 the absolute number of immigrants (33.5
million) is at an all-time high, the relative percentage
of immigrants to native-born residents (12%) is lower
than the peak rate of 15% in 1890 (Bush, 2005).
The report also quotes Census Bureau data when
discussing differences in educational attainment
between foreign-born and native-born residents,
noting that over 20% of immigrants have less than a
high school education versus 4% of the native-born
population (Bush, 2005).  Regarding earnings, the

report quotes Bureau of Labor Statistics data when it
notes that the median earnings at all educational levels
are lower for the foreign-born than the native-born
(Bush, 2005).

 When discussing the costs of immigration,
the report correctly points out immigrants, “af fect
the public finances, the revenues, and expenditures
of local, state, and Federal governments” (Bush,
2005, p. 106).  The report correctly states that first
generation immigrants cause higher government
expenditures than they pay back to the government
in taxes, but when the descendants of first generation
immigrants are considered, the net fiscal effects are
positive for the government (Ehrenber g & Smith,
2000; Bush, 2005).  The report also notes that since
immigrants are ineligible for many Federal
programs, they do not impose an excessive tax burden
at the federal level.  However , in states where the
concentration of immigrants is high, the ERP does
concede that natives do face an increased tax burden
at the state and local levels.  As might be expected,
the president’s immigration policy does not offer any
policy or fiscal measures to compensate the states
for these costs.

Points of Disagreement

According to neo-classical economic theory,
an increase in the supply of labor will cause a
decrease in wages paid, all other factors being equal.
The president’s report lists several mitigating factors
that cause the wage decreases to be less severe than
they might otherwise be—that immigrant labor is
not generally a substitute for native labor , that
increased immigration attracts capital to expand
labor-intensive industries, and that native flight from
areas of high immigration sometimes occurs.
Quoting a study of the Mariel Boatlift in 1980, the
report suggests that a 10 percent increase in
immigrant labor decreases wages paid to natives by
less than one percent (Bush, 2005).  The report also
estimates that: the negative effect on wages among
previous immigrants is approximately 2 to 4 percent.
Although the empirical evidence supports the
president’s position that the downward pressure on
wages and employment levels is minimal (Ehrenberg
& Smith, 2000), the report neglects to discuss the
impact such wage decreases have on the populations
most affected—the working poor and other recent
immigrants.  Since immigrants compete for jobs at
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the extremely low end of the pay scale, any wage
decrease at all can have a detrimental effect among
the working poor since they have much less
disposable income than other groups.

While the president’s temporary worker
program would provide some benefit to immigrants
who chose to use it, it ignores the wider ef fect that
temporary worker programs tend to have on the
economy and on subsequent levels of immigration.
In their 1989 study of the long term consequences of
the Bracero program, Douglas Massey, professor of
sociology and public af fairs at Princeton, and Zai
Liang, associate professor of sociology at the
University at Albany, implied that the temporary
worker program prevented needed structural
improvements (such as capital investment in
increased mechanization) in the U.S. agricultural
economy and determined empirically that the
program led to increased levels of permanent
migration to the United S tates.  By responding to a
labor shortage with inexpensive temporary labor ,
temporary worker programs tend to prevent the
market from making necessary structural changes.
In the absence of low-cost temporary labor , higher
wages cause more domestic workers to enter the
market or attract capital to make technological
improvements, which increases the overall efficiency
of the market (Massey & Liang, 1989).  Since
producers are relieved of the burden of making
technological improvements, an ongoing demand is
created for the low cost labor.  While the temporary
workers are largely bearing the costs of the continued
inefficiency of the domestic market in the form of
lower wages, they are still experiencing conditions
that are better than in their home countries (Massey
& Liang, 1989).

According to Massey and Liang,
participating in an advanced consumer -oriented
economy like that of the United States significantly
alters the perceptions and expectations of the
workers, making repeated trips (both legal and
illegal) more likely.  Exposure to the richness and
diversity of the US economy , with all its varied
options for consumption that don’t exist in the home
country, creates desires and expectations that may
have not have existed prior to the first trip to the
US.  Also, the temporary worker programs build social
capital among migrant workers, as well as between
migrant workers and employers.  As a result, these
positive experiences encourage the network migration

of family and friends, which results in the increased
probability of permanent settlement (Massey & Liang,
1989).  Because of this ongoing arrangement, Massey
and Liang argue that the society comes to tolerate a
social definition of work for migrant workers that is
below the standards considered acceptable for other
segments of the population.

A More Comprehensive Solution

Given the extensive integration of the
Mexican and U.S. economies due to the adoption of
NAFTA, Elizabeth Gunn, a graduate of Boston
College Law School now employed as an attorney
with McGuireWoods in Virginia, argued in 2005 that
any immigration reforms should be undertaken
within the context of NAFT A, not adopted
unilaterally as the president proposes to do with his
temporary worker program.  NAFTA covers the free
movement of goods and services between the U.S.
and Mexico, it covers the movement of temporary
professionals, but it remains silent on the movement
of unskilled and low-skilled labor (Gunn, 2005).
Gunn states that the president’s proposal is one-sided
in that it benefits temporary workers coming from
Mexico without providing any benefits to workers
in the U.S. or long-term benefits to the U.S. economy.
Gunn also states that their temporary status opens
them up to potential unfair treatment by U.S
employers because employment is necessary to
maintain legal status in the program, and no legal
standards have been proposed to protect temporary
workers.

Rather than depend upon a unilaterally-
imposed temporary worker program to ease a
domestic labor shortage, Gunn (2005) argues that a
better course would be to allow limited migration of
labor between member NAFTA nations.  Negotiated
properly under NAFTA, limited numbers of unskilled
and low-skilled laborers should be allowed to migrate
from Mexico to the U.S. and Canada, helping to ease
the labor shortages in those countries.  Immigrant
worker protections such as mandatory compliance
with US minimum wage laws and workplace safety
standards would need to be included in any labor
agreement negotiated within the NAFTA framework.
In return, higher-skilled workers and managers should
be allowed to migrate to Mexico, helping to improve
the utilization of labor and capital in Mexico’s less-
developed economy (Gunn, 2005).  However ,
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throughout most of the 20th century, immigration to
Mexico from the U.S. has been demographically
insignificant (Weintraub, Alba, Fernandez de Castro,
Garcia y Griego, 1998).  Although Mexico has recently
given priority to immigrants having needed skills, there
has been no comprehensive effort to recruit these
workers (Weintraub et al., 1998).  Migration of
controlled numbers of Mexican workers under NAFTA
as opposed to temporary entry under the president’s
program would provide better legal protections to
unskilled laborers who are entering illegally anyway,
and the U.S. economy would benefit from the
contribution of migrants and their descendants—both
in productive output and tax payments—as has been
shown to occur historically.
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