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Hi storically, imrmigration has played a central role in the U S. econonmy and is a
fundanental part of today's |abor market profile. So it is perhaps inevitable that
anxi ety about |abor nmarket shortages and skills gaps | eads some to concl ude that
i mm gration can resolve the econonic problens of the 1990s. This is a mistake that can
only create further difficulties, both for the econony and for our conpetitive
posi tion.

Labor shortages present different prospects for different actors in the
mar ket pl ace. For enpl oyers, they slow growh, intensify inflationary pressures and
threaten technol ogi cal | eadership and international conpetitiveness. For U S. workers,
| abor shortages translate into better job options, higher wages, nore pronotions, and
i mproved working conditions, especially for wonen, ethnic and racial mnorities,
trade-di spl aced workers, and the handi capped. Inmmigration can nitigate the del eterious
effects of shortages for enployers and dilute the potential for inprovenments they
represent for workers.

For the nation, shortages represent a special chall enge because they arise
rarely in economc history and offer relatively short-lived opportunities to pronote
the well-being of U S. workers, at a tine when the productivity of the overall econony
nust be stinul at ed.

The nost recent |abor force projections should change somewhat the sense of
i mpending crisis. The Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) projects that |abor force
growth will, indeed, continue to slow as the smaller, baby-bust generation follow
their baby boomparents into the workforce. The projected growh rate in the | abor
force for the 1990s is 1.2 percent annually, only nodestly slower than the rate of
| abor force increase we have experienced in the 1980s. Assuming either current or the
Senate's proposed increases in levels of inmmgration, newconers will increase their
share of |abor force growmh above the 22% contribution they have nmade in the 1980s.

But the new projections also report several points that are especially inportant
for the inmgration debate: apparent scarcities of young workers will |ikely abate
during the end of the decade; gaps between job requirenents and educati onal
proficiencies of college-educated workers nmay be narrowi ng; and an inportant area of
shortage may involve the rapid growth of jobs that require post-secondary training but
not col |l ege degrees, a problemthat would dinminish by | owering the high secondary

school dropout rate.



These indices provide an optimstic outlook. Slower |abor force growh and an
econony produci ng a | arge nunber of jobs could | ower unenployment rates to | evels not
reached in the past two decades. But this bright econom c future renmains threatened by
skills and educational inbal ances. The picture is one of serious, pervasive skill
m smat ches that flow directly frominadequate educational preparation of U S workers
The deficiencies run deep and have been extensively docunented.

In addition to the problemof skill m snmatches, uneven geographical distribution
of economic growh is also a source of |abor shortages. 1990s trends are likely to
reinforce this uneven pattern. Half of the new jobs that will be created by 2000 are
estimated to be in the 55 |argest cities. The escal ating concentrati on of high-tech
jobs in limted nunbers of geographic |ocations exhausts |abor pools in |ocal areas
and outstrips affordabl e housing, another feature of geographical mismatches in the
| abor force.

Final | y, inbal ances between work and workers are conbining to create a
pol ari zation of the Anerican econony, its workforce and society. This economc
pol ari zati on neans a wi dening i ncome and opportunity gap between mgjority and mnority
groups. Blacks and Hi spanics will continue to increase their share of the |abor force
in the 1990s. Yet, they are overrepresented in occupations with the slowest rate of
projected growth, underrepresented in jobs that have the fastest growh future, and
are concentrated geographically in a small nunber of central cities suffering from
severe econonmi ¢ and soci al probl ens.

The role of imrigration in the 1990s, then, nust be understood in the context of
severe skill mismatches, uneven distribution and regional concentration of growth and
jobs, and wi deni ng opportunity and performance gaps. The shortages we are experiencing
are not shortages in absolute nunbers. They are shortages of properly trained people
in various places for particular kinds of jobs. As such, the shortages will be
partially corrected by market forces. More inportantly, they can be overcone by
aggressive public and private investment in human capital inprovenents

If inmmigration is substantially increased, in the name of addressing | abor
shortages or for other reasons, it could seriously weaken the econonic and political
forces necessary to bring about the whol esal e educati on and training inprovenents that
are required to conpete effectively and advance donestic well-being

Arriving at an inmmgration policy for the 1990s that does not underm ne the
readjustment required to refit the American workforce for a new era of economc
conpetition requires careful attention to the role that contenporary inmgration plays

in the | abor market and the econony.



The rel ation between inmmigration and the | abor market and econony is conplex and
hi ghly uneven. Inmmgrants are concentrated in relatively few states and netropolitan
areas, and they work in only selected industrial sectors. This nakes it difficult to
assess the effect of admitting nore immgrants in a swiftly changi ng, national |abor
market. The traditional goals of immigration policy enbodied in fam |y reunification,
refugee resettlement and | abor market needs overlap and interact rather than function
as separate streans

Where immigration selection is concerned, the current system affords enpl oyers
access to intending inmmgrants who possess needed skills and experi ence when Anerican
workers are not available. Preserving this dynanmic is an inportant elenment in
fashioning a selection systemthat is consistent with encouragi ng needed | abor market

readj ustment in the future.



