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Immigrants & the
Essential Economy
The essential economy—which encompasses the food services and hospitality industries,
construction, agricultre, elder care, and manufacturing—is fundamental to the U.S.
economy and society as a whole.1 Immigrants’ participation in these sectors creates new
jobs for native-born workers, contributes to the growth of construction and agriculture,
and provides essential care to the United State’s aging population. This fact sheet—the
tenth in our series on immigrants and the economy—details five reasons why immigrants
are vital to the success of the essential economy. Access AS/COA’s Get the Facts series
at: www.as-coa.org/immimmigration-facts.            —JUNE 2014

Five Ways Immigrants
Drive the Essential Economy
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Immigrants play a critical role in supporting
the food service and hospitality industries
by meeting labor market demand and creating
jobs as small-business owners.

• Despite accounting for 13 percent of the U.S. population, immigrants represent 22

percent of workers (1.8 million people) in the food service industry.2 In addition, in
2010, 37 percent of all restaurant small-business owners were foreign-born, accounting for nearly 77,000 restaurants across the country.3
• After Georgia’s State Legislature passed the restrictive HB 87 immigration law in

April 2011, a survey conduvted in November of that year by the Georgia Restaurant
Association found that 71 percent4 of restaurant owners were experiencing a labor
shortage, up from 49 percent five months earlier.5
• As of 2010, 31 percent of the workforce in the hotel and lodging industry were

foreign-born6 and 43 percent of owners of small hotels and motels were immigrants.7
By 2020, the hotel industry is projected to see an increase of 141,000 jobs, many of
which will be created and filled by immigrants.8
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Immigrants are supporting growth of the
construction industry—a key measure of how
well the economy is bouncing back from the
Great Recession.
• Construction is one of the fastest-growing markets in the country, and is expected

to create 1.8 million jobs by 2020.9 As of 2011, immigrants represented 22 percent
of this essential labor force.10
• Immigrants also help spur the demand for housing. If net immigration between

2010 and 2020 is 1.2 million people—the low end projection from the 2010 Census—
at the end of this decade new immigrants would account for 900,000 homeowners
nationwide.11
• North Carolina has two of the top 20 fastest-growing housing markets in the nation

(Charlotte and Raleigh/Durham),12 and in the state 23 percent of the construction
industry’s labor force is foreign-born.13 The boom has led to a 4.2 percent increase in
economic output in the construction sector this year14—a reversal of the -4.0 percent
average output nationwide between 2002 to 2012.15
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With the demand for produce at an all-time
high, agriculture workers—nearly three-fourths
of whom are foreign-born—are essential to
getting food from our farms to our supermarkets.16
• U.S. consumption of fruits and vegetables rose 10.5 percent from the period of

1998-2000 to 2008-2012, but as a result of a rise in restrictive immigration laws, the
amount of imported produce rose by 73.9 percent during the same time period. Had
U.S. producers been able to fill the vacancies to produce the fruits and vegetables
domestically, GDP would have increased by an additional $12.4 billion in 2012.17

• In California only 233 U.S. residents and native-born citizens applied to 1,160 farm

job listings in 2010, resulting in labor shortages and production cutbacks. As one
example, land devoted to garlic production in the state dropped from 41,000 acres in
1999 to 25,000 in 2012 due in part to a lack of labor.18

• For every three to five H-2A visas granted to farm workers in North Carolina in 2012,

one job was created and filled by a native-born worker, and at least $248 million was
added to the economy.19
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With a rapidly-aging U.S. population, immigrants
help to meet the increasing demand for in-home
health aids and assisted living for seniors.

• With the elderly population (65 and older) expected to more than double by 2040,20 it

is projected that the demand for personal care and home health aides will grow by 46
and 50 percent, respectively, between 2008 and 2018. But women aged 20 to 50—the
demographic that traditionally fills these jobs—will only increase by 9 percent between
2000 and 2030.21 Immigrants, who are currently 28 percent of home health aides,22 are
projected to make up 23 percent of the working age population by 205023 and will be
key to filling this gap.

• Immigrants make up 42 percent of the direct care and personal assistance workforce

in Florida,24 which has one of the oldest populations in the nation with a median age of
40.4 (compared to 37.6 nationwide)25 and a total of 1.4 million residents in their 70s and
older as of April 2009.26
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Immigrants play an outsize role in the
manufacturing industry, keeping middle-class
jobs in the U.S. and helping to revitalize
declining economies across the country.
• In Arizona, immigrants make up 46 percent of the textile-related workforce and

22 percent of metal workers. A reduction of only 10 percent in the foreign-born
manufacturing workforce in that state would result in the loss of up to $100 million in
tax revenue and the loss of 12,000 full-time jobs.27
• Though immigrants make up 7 percent of Minnesota’s population, they represent

over 16.5 percent of its manufacturing workforce,28 an industry which accounts for
15 percent of the state’s GDP and contributes $37 billion to the state economy.29 As
one example, 6,586 manufacturing jobs were created or preserved in Hennepin, MN
between 1970 and 2010 due to immigration.30
• Between 1970 and 2010, Los Angeles County saw its immigrant population increase

by 2.7 million, while Chicago and surronding Cook County recieved only 600,000 immigrants. While the U.S. manufacturing industry largely moved overseas during that
period, Los Angeles was able to hold onto twice as many manufacturing jobs (406,878)
as Chicago (202,540).31

This fact sheet is a product of the AS/COA Immigration and Integration Initiative, which promotes positive dialogue around the
economic contributions of immigrants across the United States. It was produced by Rebecca Bintrim and Adam Wolsky in
collaboration with Kate Brick and Richard André, co-directors of the Immigration and Integration Initiative. For media inquiries
or to speak with an expert on this topic, please contact Adriana La Rotta in our communications office at: alarotta@as-coa.org.
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