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The extended use of cheap
foreign labor to man

American laboratories is also
a profound disservice to U.S.
scientists and the future of
American research.
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Latter Day Plantations
The National Institutes of Health and the
immigration economy
by Mark Godec

T
his article explores the effects of immigration
and job exportation on scientific research
institutions in the U.S. with emphasis on the

intramural research programs of the National
Institutes of Health (NIH), previously regarded as
one of the premier biomedical research institutions
in the world.

In the past, the primary missions of universities
and the NIH were to conduct
advanced scientific research for
the country and to train the
children of American citizens to
perform such research in the
future. During the decades
following World War II, the
medical and scientific research
infrastructure of the United
States grew enormously, crea-
ting opportunities for many American physicians
and scientists to establish careers at institutions
such as the NIH, and state and private universities.
Young Americans with advanced scientific degrees
were quickly promoted into permanent, well-paying
jobs with substantial benefits to conduct advanced
research funded by state and federal governments.

Today, a walk down the halls of the NIH or any
American university reveals young foreign M.D.'s
and Ph.D.'s, often from Asia, doing advanced
scientific research. A survey of NIH laboratories five
years ago found that approximately two-thirds of
scientists doing research at NIH were foreigners.
Fewer and fewer young Americans are found in
research programs, especially in the basic
sciences.  The ongoing importation of M.D.'s and
Ph.D.'s into institutions such as the NIH has

contributed to the current glut of scientists and
physicians in this country, holding down wages and
limiting opportunities for Americans. This has
particularly affected the young who aspire to such
research positions. Young Americans are
increasingly unwilling to work at the wages being
offered for scientific research, especially given the
large educational debts they have often accrued in
U.S. educational institutions. Immigrant researchers
at the NIH have held down scientific labor costs to

the point where licensed
physicians generally start at
$30,000 a year and Ph.D.'s
start at $25,000 a year. These
are token salaries, given the
cos t  of  l iv ing in the
Washington, D.C. area and the
educational debt that most
American scientists have
accumulated. Foreign M.D.'s

and Ph.D.'s trained in the Third World usually do
not carry any educational debt, or if they do it is
trivial in comparison with the debt load carried by
Americans trained in U.S. institutions. Many
graduate students and fellows training for research
in the basic sciences at U.S. universities are so
poorly supported that they often qualify for food
stamps. This differential in educational debt as well
as large differences in income expectations
between foreign and American scientists drives
American youth away from scientific research as an
occupation.

The most devastating effect of immigration is to
demoralize current and upcoming generations of
American scientists who find that funds which in
previous times would have supported their research
in permanent full time jobs are now devoted to
foreign scientists prepared to work at ever lower
real wages. Junior scientists have found that their
wages have not kept pace with inflated costs for
homes, rent, food or other basic necessities. This
means that they are at most able to rent an
apartment, drive a used car and support only
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“Experienced scientists can

quickly and efficiently exploit this

pool of cheap labor to complete

projects and publish papers

before others can react.”

themselves. A family and children are out of the
question unless the spouse is also fully employed.

On the other hand, this immigrant labor pool
represents a huge boon to older, established
scientists at NIH and other U.S. research
institutions. Special organizations within the NIH
such as the Fogarty Foundation have been
established by the federal government to fund
foreign scientists in this country. Experienced

scientists can quickly and efficiently exploit this pool
of cheap labor to complete projects and publish
papers before others can react. The usual pattern
is for an older scientist, usually a white male with
extensive research experience and a large research
grant, to employ large numbers of the foreign
scientists to conduct laboratory research. Senior
American scientists spend much time writing for
grants and traveling to scientific meetings to learn
about ongoing research of other scientists and to
hear the ideas of young American scientists. Senior
scientists also spend much of their time writing
papers to promote themselves and their
laboratories. They spend little time actually
performing scientific research. Laboratory work is
performed primarily by immigrant scientists. When
a valuable research project is identified, the senior
American scientist brings the idea back to his
laboratory and assigns several junior foreign
scientists to start work on the idea immediately.
With sufficient capital, labor and his own
experience, the senior scientist is quickly able to
complete the project and publish results before
anyone else. As the scientific literature is flooded
with a series of articles, the originator of the idea is
often left without credit for his or her work.  Tenure
entrenches senior scientists. As they grow older,
they increasingly depend on immigrant scientists to
work for them. Younger scientists are forced to
endure longer and longer periods of “training” at low

wages before they are even considered for
permanent jobs. The effect is to further demoralize
and discourage young Americans from pursuing
research positions.  

Foreign scientists are often favored by senior
American scientists for several reasons. They tend
to be more docile and cooperative and will not
question the authority or the scientific projects of
their laboratory chief. They will generally work much
longer hours in the laboratory than Americans which
can help compensate for lack of expertise and poor
communication skills. They generally do not have
novel scientific ideas of their own and can be
assigned projects by senior scientists without
questioning their source or scientific merit. When
they do come up with a valuable idea or project, it
can easily be taken from them by the American lab
chief who is skilled in writing scientific publications
in English. Since foreign scientists tend to lack
communication skills and knowledge of the
American scientific and legal system, it is difficult for
them to claim intellectual rights for their ideas. 

Foreign scientists also are a great advantage to
senior American scientists in that they are more
“disposable” than junior American scientists. If
foreign scientists are not working hard enough, if
they are not intelligent enough, if their
communication skills are so poor that meaningful
laboratory work is not possible, or if they become
too independent or demand too much salary or
resources, then the simple solution is to
immediately withdraw support from the foreign
scientist and send him back to his or her native
country. Since most of these immigrant scientists
are from the Third World, this threat carries a very
powerful incentive to perform immediately and
continuously from their arrival in this country.

For many immigrant scientists, the primary goal
is not advanced scientific research, but to remain in
the U.S. and avoid returning to their country. Fear of
returning to the Third World is a whip as potent as
any used on plantations of the pre-Civil War
American South. Combined with the carrot that they
may be allowed to stay in the U.S. if they can satisfy
the demands of their laboratory chief, there is
potent motivation for immigrant scientists to work
very hard at very low wages. One interesting
solution that many foreign scientists follow is to
have children while in this country temporarily which
makes their children U.S. citizens. These children
can later be used to gain permanent status in the
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“For many immigrant

scientists, the goal is not

advanced scientific

research, but to remain in

the U.S. and avoid

returning to their country.”

U.S.
Just as foreign scientists can be brought into the

U.S. to perform work, research jobs can also be
exported to other countries to reduce labor costs.
With increasing frequency, scientific projects and
funds are sent from the NIH and American
universities to collaborators in the Third World. This
frees U.S. scientists from problematic regulatory
oversight, especially when human subjects are
involved, and allows access to scientists in the
Third World as a low cost source of labor.

Plantation Science
Initially, research conducted in this “plantation”

system appears efficient since research projects are
brought to completion more quickly through the
combination of senior scientists with extensive
experience and a large supply of cheap labor from
immigrant scientists. Over the long term, this
pattern is having a devastating effect on American
research as older American scientists eventually
retire and there is an
insufficient number of highly
trained and motivated junior
American scientists with
extensive research experience
and communication skills to
replace them. A system of
scientific research based on
exploitation of immigrants will
eventually lead to technological
stagnation, as occurred in the
American South prior to the
Civil War.

This type of research leads
to disasters such as occurred in the 1980s when the
original isolate of the AIDS virus from Luc
Montagnier's group at the Pasteur Institute in
France was stolen by foreign scientists working in
the laboratory of Robert C. Gallo at the NIH.
Desperate to isolate the virus that causes AIDS but
technically unable to achieve isolation of the virus
from AIDS patients, these scientists borrowed
specimens from the French group and then claimed
isolation of the virus from the French specimens.
This claim was accepted for a while allowing the
scientists to publish articles and file patents from
the NIH. Eventually, closer inspection of the NIH
viral isolate showed it to be identical to the French
virus leading to long court battles over the patents
and federal investigations of the research

performed at the NIH. 

Diversity is a Weakness
Diversity in American society is not a strength, it

is a weakness — a weakness that allows those in
the upper classes to exploit those below by pitting
diverse groups against each other for jobs, capital
and resources. Increasing diversity has led to
disparities of wealth and growing social problems in
our country. It is emblematic of weak leadership that
it uses this diversity to divide and conquer those
below them. At the NIH and other research
programs, diversity has led to the fragmentation and
balkanization of research initiatives as well as poor
communication and coordination between
scientists, both foreign and American, charged with
performing research.

The NIH and American university research
programs were once great centers of advanced
scientific research which stood as beacons of pride
and hope throughout the world. A few universities

have been able to maintain
t h e i r  p r e - e m i n e n c e .
Unfortunately, we have built a
modern tower of Babel at the
NIH and in many of our
academic research pro-grams.
We have brought together
people of many nations
speaking many different
languages and with many
different motivations — brought
them together to achieve
difficult goals while lacking the
f u n d a m e n t a l  t o o l s  o f

communication and cooperation. Like the tower of
Babel, our research institutions are doomed to
failure if we persist in following the plantation
system in our scientific endeavors. Money that
might have been used to train a new generation of
American scientists has instead been diverted to
the development of scientific plantations at the NIH
and academic research institutions. The short-term
savings in labor costs are minimal in comparison
with the enormous long-term damage of losing a
whole generation of trained and motivated
American scientists.

Long before the American Civil War, Richard
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Allen, founder of the African Methodist Episcopal
Church, said, “If you love your children, if you love
your country, if you love the God of love, clear your
lands from slaves, burden not your children or
country with them.” These words again ring true
today in our immigration-based and import-based
economy. Immigration and job export have brought
wealth to a few but have greatly damaged the
economic prospects of many others, especially our
children. Even jobs in the U.S. once sacrosanct
from this process, such as scientific research and
medicine, are open to the low bidder on a global
basis. American children will not put themselves
deeply into debt for a long and difficult education in
the U.S. when it is possible to bring talent from the
Third World to fill technically advanced positions at
very low costs.

Further, any nation that believes it can hire
people from other countries to do its thinking for it,
no matter how cheaply they will work, is in serious
trouble. America cannot abandon advanced
scientific research to the low bidder from the Third
World. This may work for road building, ditch
digging or even simple manufacturing, but it cannot
be applied to truly innovative thought in advanced
scientific research which relies on communication
and cooperation. We must change our current
system of scientific research, based on exploitation
of immigrants, and return to training Americans with
a common language and the vision to carry
American research into the future. TSC


