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“For decades, the United States was operated and has operated a very low-skill immigration
system. ... This policy has placed substantial pressure on American workers, taxpayers and
community resources. Among those hit the hardest in recent years have been immigrants and,
very importantly, minority workers competing for jobs against brand-new arrivals. And it has
not been fair to our people, to our citizens, to our workers.”

— President Trump, remarks on the RAISE Act, Aug. 2, 2017

President Trump has endorsed a sweeping Senate bill that would slash legal immigration levels
by half over a decade: the Reforming American Immigration for Strong Employment (RAISE)
Act.

The Trump administration wants to restrict legal and illegal immigration. While a lot of Trump’s
campaign rhetoric was focused on illegal immigration and building a wall, Trump has railed
against the economic impacts of legal and illegal immigration since his acceptance speech at the
Republican National Convention.

Is the United States operating a “very low-skill immigration system,” and does low-skilled
immigration create “substantial pressure” on U.S. workers, especially minorities?

The Facts

While Trump says that the United States has operated a low-skilled immigration system, the
trend is changing. The share of highly skilled immigrants is growing. Low-skilled immigration
increased sharply after 1970, but leveled off by the mid-2000s. New immigrants to the United
States are more highly educated than native-born Americans, and the overall population of low-
skilled immigrants has remained stable, according to researchers from Brookings Institution and
the Libertarian think tank Cato Institute.

The impact of legal immigration and workers’ wages is a complex issue. It is difficult to isolate
the impact of legal immigration of low-skilled or high-skilled workers on the wages of specific
subgroups of native workers. Leading researchers of this topic have arrived at various
conclusions using different methods and debate each other’s findings.

The White House pointed us to this column by George Borjas, a Harvard Kennedy School
economics and social policy professor and leading researcher of the view that low-skilled
immigration hurts wages of less-educated Americans.
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Borjas’s research looks at the economic and labor impacts of immigration. He found that an
influx of immigrants can be a net positive to the economy because it increases the total wealth of
the population. But low-skilled immigrants compete for jobs with native workers without high
school diplomas, and the population of low-skilled natives without high school diplomas

is disproportionately African American. The total wage impact on native high school dropouts
could be up to 5 percent of their income over the past two decades, according to Borjas’s
research.

Immigration is not the only factor that affects the drop in wages among low-skilled workers, and
one should not presume it was the main factor, Borjas said. But he said immigration “clearly
contributed and exacerbated whatever decline was going to happen.” Other factors include the
decline in unionization, changes in technology, trade policies and more. Some researchers who
dispute Borjas’s studies say that these other factors contribute far more to native high school
dropouts’ wages, and that low-skilled immigrants have zero to negligible impact.

We turned to a 500-page report published earlier in 2017 by the National Academies of Sciences,
Engineering and Medicine. This is a comprehensive study by a panel of economists,
demographers and other experts on the economic and fiscal impact of immigration over the past
20 years.

Overall, there is no evidence that immigration depresses wages or employment of natives,
according to NAS researchers. However, as Trump says, low-skilled immigration did have small
effects on wages of certain subgroups of native workers: high school dropouts, teenagers, low-
skilled African American workers, and low-skilled Hispanics (immigrants and native-born),
especially those with poor English skills. Wages of immigrants with poor English skills are more
sensitive to immigrant inflows than are immigrants with good English skills, the report says.

These groups experienced somewhere between zero and modestly negative impact in the short-
term. Over a period of 10 years or more, the impact of immigration on wages of native-born
workers is “very small,” and not enough to account for stagnant wages within those groups,
according to the researchers.

Trump said low-skilled immigration placed “substantial pressure on American workers,
taxpayers and community resources.” The NAS report found that low-education immigrants cost
taxpayers in the 1990s, but that cost has been shrinking relative to native-born Americans. As we
previously noted, first-generation immigrants are more costly to the government, but descendants
of immigrants are a net positive for the states in general.

Over time, their descendants contribute enough taxes to balance out the costs of the earlier
generation. First-generation immigrants cost state and local budgets $57.4 billion annually in
2011-2013. But second-generation immigrants create a benefit of $30.5 billion annually.

The NAS report also found that in the long run, immigration — both high- and low-skilled — is
a net positive to the U.S. economy. For example, the availability of low-skilled immigrants at
lower wages allows businesses to expand, which increases total employment, the report says.
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The report found that over 75 years, each immigrant represents $259,000 in net present value for
federal, state and local governments.

The Pinocchio Test

Trump exaggerates the impact of immigration on U.S. workers’ wages by saying that the
immigration of low-skilled workers has created substantial pressures on American workers,
taxpayers and resources. Over time, immigrants are a net positive to the U.S. economy.

As Trump noted, there are subgroups of low-education low-skilled native workers who are
affected by the influx of low-skilled immigrants. But this needs context. The NAS report found
between negligible and modestly negative effects of low-skilled immigration on the wages of
those subgroups of native workers, and not enough to create stagnant wages among those groups.
Moreover, immigration is not the only factor that contributes to lower wages among those
subgroups of workers.

We wavered between Two and Three Pinocchios. Trump’s claim is a mix of statements that are
outdated (“for decades, the United States was operated and has operated a very low-skill
immigration system”), exaggerated (“substantial pressure on American workers, taxpayers”) and
rooted in research (“among those hit the hardest” are minority workers or immigrants). His over-
the-top rhetoric, which is more hyperbole than fact, pushed his rating to Three Pinocchios.

Three Pinocchios

(About our rating scale)
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