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Consi dering the Short Run of NAFTA
By Thomas J. Espenshade and Dol ores Acevedo

When Bill Cinton picked WlliamM Daley to | ead the effort
to sell Congress on the North Anmerican Free Trade Agreenent, he
pl ugged NAFTA as a way to reduce illegal inmgration from Mexico.

The argunent is either disingenuous or uninforned: during
his tenure int he Wiite House, NAFTA is likely to result in nore
il1legal immagration, not |ess.

This is no reason to oppose the trade pact. 1In the |ong
run, NAFTA should curb undocunented mgration. But if the short-
termeffects of the agreenment aren't acknow edged, NAFTA's
opponents are likely to sue arise inillegal inmgration as a
reason to overturn it. Wat has been lost in the debate over
NAFTA is a crucial distinction between devel opnent for migration
bet ween Mexico and the U S. In the long run, econom c devel oprment
in Mexico is likely to weaken pressures for illegal mgration to
the U S. But in the short run, NAFTA could have just the opposite
effect.

Most imm gration experts agree that greater parity in living
standards between Mexico and the U S. is the only long-term
solution to illegal mgration.

But in the short term-- the next 5 to 10 years -- NAFTA
coul d increase the nunber of undocunented workers mgrating into
the U S

Econom c devel opnent in Mexico's agricultural sector wll
probably pronote greater privatization and consolidation of |and
hol di ngs, which will displace rural workers fromtraditional
sources of enploynent. These dislocated workers are nost |ikely
to mgrate to urban areas in Mexico or to the U S

Corn is Mexico's nost inportant crop, in both acreage and
rural enploynment, and is especially vulnerable to trade
i beralization. Corn now benefits froma price support to
growers that is 70% above the world price. |F NAFTA is approved,
the elimnation of this price support. conbined with the greater
efficiency of U S. corn production, is likely to increase
unenpl oynent in Mexico's corn industry, leading to greater
pressure for mgration.

NAFTA wi || probably stinulate the creation of jobs int he
Mexi can fresh fruit and vegetable sector, in which Mexico has a
conpar ati ve advantage over the U . S. Wiile this nmay offset the job
| osses in the grain sector, illegal immgration could stil
increase. |In sone states in northern Mexico, nore than half the
| abor force in export agriculture comes fromstates farther
south. Poorer workers formthese states are given a job and free
transportation to within 200 mles of the U S. border, and from



there they are able to nmake contacts and find work illegally
inside the U S.
W estimate that doubling Mexi can wages and hal vi ng

unenpl oynent rates wll [ ower undocunented U. S. mgration by
nearly 40 percent.



