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Making the Case for 
Immigration Reform

Moral and ethical claims.

American history and  
Constitutional claims.

Cultural claims and concerns.

Economic claims, costs, and benefits.  
(“It’s the economy, stupid”)



Current U.S. Immigration Policy
•The Immigration and Naturalization Act (INA), the  

body of law governing current immigration policy...

• annual worldwide limit of 675,000 permanent immigrants, 
with certain exceptions for close family members.

•Congress and the President determine a separate  
number for refugee admissions

•  [legal immigration to the U.S.] based upon...:  reunification of 
families, admitting immigrants with skills that are valuable to 
the U.S. economy, protecting refugees, and promoting diversity.
http://www.immigrationpolicy.org/just-facts/how-united-

states-immigration-system-works-fact-sheet

• Each year, starting April 1, companies  
can sponsor 85,000 foreigners for so-called  
H-1B visas. The bulk, 65,000, are for people  
with at least a bachelor’s degree, which  
doesn’t have to be earned in the U.S. The  
remaining 20,000 are set aside for foreign  
nationals with advanced degrees from U.S. universities.

• Employers are expected to exhaust this year’s quota within 
days, say government and company officials. If that occurs, the 
U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services, the federal agency 
that runs the program, will use a computer to randomly select 
petitions. Those chosen can begin jobs in October or later.

http://www.wsj.com/articles/visa-demand-for-high-skilled-
foreigners-is-likely-to-prompt-lottery-1427921906



• The answer is an opaque federal program, known as 
EB-5, that annually allots about 10,000 green cards, 
or permanent-residency visas, to wealthy foreigners 
who each invest $1 million in a U.S. enterprise that 
creates at least 10 permanent, full-time jobs.

• Few of them actually pay that price. Instead they  
use a loophole that cuts the price of a green card  
to $500,000 if they invest in a rural area or urban 
one with high unemployment. The discount was 
intended to create jobs in depressed communities.



http://www.pewhispanic.org/2015/11/19/more-
mexicans-leaving-than-coming-to-the-u-s/

http://www.economicthinking.org/StudyGuideCubaMexVenez.pdf



http://www.economicthinking.org/StudyGuideCubaMexVenez.pdf

In a single generation, between  
1980 and 2007, more than 10 million  
people migrated, legally or illegally,  
from Mexico to the U.S. 
Today there are more than 12 million Mexican-born people in the 
U.S. and millions of American children who are their offspring-- 
amounting to almost 10% of the nation’s population. 
That is exponentially larger than in 1970, when there were less 
than one million Mexican-born people in the country, or 1980, 
when there were two million. The Mexican migration, and the 
similarly large migration of others from the rest of Latin America, 
has in just one generation reshaped the nation. (“A Nation Built 
for Immigrants,” Wall Street Journal, Sept. 21-22, page C1.) 

Migrating to Freedom
• Cities gained freedom from local  

princes and became “self-governing,  
self-judging communes...” (p. 109)

• All male residents had right to participate  
in communal assemblies (long Germanic custom).

•Migrants to these cities (including  
runaway serfs) were considered free  
after living in the city a year and day.

• “Trade, along with manufacture and the capital to which both 
gave rise, created in the midst of an agrarian society based on 
duties and privileges, oases of liberty based on rights.” (p.111)



End of City Independence
• Modern democracy originated in medieval  

towns, where private property and  
commerce were protected by law the rule.

• Through the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries  
with the rise of nation states (and gunpowder),  
most cities began to lose their autonomy.

• “The sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were an era of 
absolutism which had no tolerance for urban self-rule.” (p. 111)

• “But the ideals the cities had fostered and the institutions they 
had created became an intrinsic part of the Western political 
tradition.” (p. 111)

Migration, Cities, and  
Economic Prosperity

GUEST



Migration Economics 
How Moving Makes Us Richer

• Stories of immigrants who see  
problems and act on opportunities.   
Cheun Yan from China saw lots of paper thrown  
away in the U.S., built Nine Dragons Paper, now  
she is worth $1.6 billion.

• Sergey Brin, son of Russian immigration to Google. 
Similar stories with PayPal, eBay, Sun Microsystems.

• www.renewoureconomy.org

“If you build it, 
they will 
come.”



Globalization and Migration
❖ 1700s - Scottish Enlightenment,  

American colonies left to “self-order”  
and prosper from trade and agriculture. 

❖ Nationalism and war for England,  
France, & Spain.  When England tried  
to regulate the Colonies: Independence

❖ 1815-1915 - Era of globalization...  Expanding flows  
of goods (trade), investment, and people (migration). 

❖ But from 1870s on, growing fear of free trade, immigration 
and resource depletion.

❖ 1950s/1960s -  Return of global integration (increased trade, 
investment, migration).  But from 1970s on, new fears of free 
trade and resource depletion.

Causes of Economic Growth
❖ “Finding treasure” patterns of  

economic growth (Saudi Arabia).
❖ Spain and Portugal were 17th Century  

models for “finding treasure” model.
❖ But the economic success  

story of 17 Century was...
❖ But who in Amsterdam and  

Holland?  Not so much the  
“Dutch.”  (“What is Holland?”  



http://object.cato.org/sites/cato.org/files/serials/files/policy-report/1998/5/
econgrowth.pdf



Who are the Dutch?
❖ “The Dutch were the first European Republic, both tolerant 

toward all religions...and with sound rights to property.”  

❖ (And the Pilgrims learned in Amsterdam about markets  
and commerce before departing for the New World.)

❖ But misleading to say “the Dutch” did it: “Openness of the 
new republic attracted to Amsterdam well-connected and 
educated...”
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The Case for 
Immigration:  
The secret to 

economic vibrancy 
by Phillip Legrain 

and TCS Daily 
interview  

with Phillip Legrain 

     There is a contradiction at the heart of our globalizing world: 

while goods, services, and capital move across borders ever more 
freely, most people cannot. No government except perhaps North 

Korea's would dream of banning crossborder trade in goods and 

services, yet it is seen as perfectly normal and reasonable for 

governments to outlaw the movement across borders of most 

people who produce goods and services. No wonder illegal 

immigration is on the rise: most would-be migrants have no other 

option. 

     This is perverse. Immigrants are not an invading army; they are 

mostly people seeking a better life. Many are drawn to rich 

countries such as the United States by the huge demand for 

workers to fill the low-end jobs that their increasingly well-

educated and comfortable citizens do not want. And just as it is 
beneficial for people to move from Alabama to California in 

response to market signals, so too from Mexico to the United 

States. 

     Where governments permit it, a global labor market is 

emerging: international financiers cluster in New York and 

London, information technology specialists in Silicon Valley, and 

actors in Hollywood, while multinational companies scatter skilled 

professionals around the world. Yet rich-country governments 

endeavor to keep out Mexican construction workers, Filipino care 

workers, and Congolese cooks, even though they are simply 

service providers who ply their trade abroad, just as American 
investment bankers do. And just as it is often cheaper and 

mutually beneficial to import information technology services 

from Asia and insurance from Europeans, it often makes sense to 

import menial services that have to be delivered on the spot, such 

as cleaning. Policymakers who want products and providers of 

high-skilled services to move freely but people who provide less-

skilled services to stay put are not just hypocrites, they are 

economically illiterate. 

     From a global perspective, the potential gains from freer 

migration are huge. When workers from poor countries move to 

rich ones, they too can make use of advanced economies' superior 

capital and technologies, making them much more productive. 
This makes them--and the world--much better off. Starting from 

that simple insight, economists calculate that removing 

immigration controls could more than double the size of the world 

economy. Even a small relaxation of immigration controls would 

yield disproportionately big gains. 

     Yet many people believe that while the world would gain, 

workers in rich countries would lose out. They fear that foreigners 

harm the job prospects of local workers, taking their jobs or 

depressing their wages. Others fret that immigrants will be a 

burden on the welfare state. Some seem to believe that immigrants 

somehow simultaneously "steal" jobs and live off welfare. 

     Governments increasingly accept the case for allowing in 

highly skilled immigrants. The immigration bill before the Senate 

would tilt U.S. policy in that direction, establishing a points 
system that gives preference to university graduates. Such skills-

focused points systems are in vogue: Canada and Australia employ 

one; Britain is introducing one; and other European countries are 

considering them. 

     For sure, as the number of university graduates in China, India, 

and other emerging markets soars in coming decades, it will be 

increasingly important for the United States to be able to draw on 

the widest possible pool of talent--not just for foreigners' 

individual skills and drive, but for their collective diversity.  

     It is astonishing how often the exceptional individuals who 

come up with brilliant new ideas happen to be immigrants. 

Twenty-one of Britain's Nobel Prize winners arrived in the country 
as refugees. Perhaps this is because immigrants tend to see things 

differently rather than following the conventional wisdom, 

perhaps because as outsiders they are more determined to succeed. 

     Yet most innovation nowadays comes not from individuals, but 

from groups of talented people sparking off each other--and 

foreigners with different ideas, perspectives, and experiences add 

something extra to the mix. If there are ten people sitting around a 

table trying to come up with a solution to a problem and they all 

think alike, then they are no better than one. But if they all think 

differently, then by bouncing ideas off each other they can solve 

problems better and faster. Research shows that a diverse group of 
talented individuals can perform better than a likeminded group of 

geniuses. 

     Just look at Silicon Valley: Intel, Yahoo!, Google, and eBay 

were all co-founded by immigrants, many of whom arrived as 

children. In fact, nearly haft of America's venture capital-backed 

start-ups have immigrant founders. An everincreasing share of our 

prosperity comes from companies that solve problems, be they 

developing new drugs, video games, or pollution-reducing 

technologies, or providing management advice. That's why, as 

China catches up, America and Europe need to open up further to 

foreigners in order to stay ahead. 

     Diversity also acts as a magnet for talent. Look at London: it is 
now a global city, with three in ten Londoners born abroad, from 

all over the world. People are drawn there because it is an 

exciting, cosmopolitan place. It's not just the huge range of ethnic 

restaurants and cultural experiences on offer, it's the opportunity to 

lead a richer life by meeting people from different backgrounds: 

friends, colleagues, and even a life partner. 

     Yet it is incorrect to believe that rich countries only need 

highly skilled immigrants, still less that bureaucrats can second-

guess through a points system precisely which people the vast 

number of businesses in the economy need. America and Europe 

may increasingly be knowledge-based economies, but they still 
rely on low-skilled workers too. Every hotel requires not just 

managers and marketing people, but also receptionists, 

chambermaids, and waiters. Every hospital requires not just 

doctors and nurses, but also many more cleaners, cooks, laundry 



Open Immigration?
Britain's experience since it opened its  
borders to the eight much poorer central and  
eastern European countries which joined the  
European Union in 2004 is instructive. 

A! 75 mi!ion people there could conceivably have 
moved, but in fact only a sma! "action have, and most of 
those have already le# again. Many are, in effect, 
international commuters, splitting their time between 
Britain and Poland.

Douglas S. 
Massey



Closed Borders 
The Contemporary Assault on Freedom of 

Movement by Alan Dowty. A Twentieth Century Fund Report; Yale University Press, 1987 

• Human history is the history of movement. 

• Migration the principle drivewheel of historic change. 

• Migration the means for diffusion of ideas, 
techniques, and cultures, and new advances 
stimulated.

Free Trade & Migration 
“As supporters of free trade argue that the  
flow of goods will regulate itself, so defenders  
of free movement contend that the unhindered 
flow of people will find a natural balance.  p. 58 

“In this view, the accumulation of millions of 
individual decisions will produce a better social 
result than any centralized scheme of control.  

 The movement of people thus serves as a 
‘thermostat’ of the relative pressures and 
opportunities existing in different societies.”



Just a thousand 
years ago... 

Closed Borders 
The Contemporary Assault on 

Freedom of Movement by Alan Dowty. A Twentieth 

Century Fund Report; Yale University Press, 1987 

Migration
• After railroads & steamships, but before 
Passports...(“temporary wartime measure”) 

• Migration: 1895-1920: 145,000 Romanians 
came to the United States. Many others 
migrated to Western Europe. 

• 450,000 Hungarians to U.S. - 1894 to 1914. 

• World’s largest migration: Europeans to 
North & South America in this period. 

•Immigration in the 1980s and 1990s...



Migration
• “In 1893, the Bulgarian writer  
Aleko Konstantinov recounted  
his journey to the World's  
Columbian Exposition...[his] book Do Chikago i nazad  
(To Chicago and Back) [encouraged] immigration  
[for] generations of Bulgarians.  

•Some 50,000 Bulgarians [migrated] to  
the U.S. between 1903 and 1910, from  
Turkish-occupied Macedonia and from  
Bulgaria proper, or "the kingdom."

www.everyculture.com/multi/Bu-Dr/Bulgarian-Americans.html

•Bulgarian immigration never boomed the way immigration 
from other southern or eastern European countries did.

•[I]n 1924, the National Origins Immigration Act limited 
the number of Bulgarians who could enter the United 
States to a mere 100 a year. 

•From 1924 until the lifting of the national origins quota 
restrictions in 1965, only 7,660 Bulgarians were officially 
admitted to the United States. 

•Bulgarian Americans - The first bulgarians in america, 
Significant immigration waves http://www.everyculture.com/
multi/Bu-Dr/Bulgarian-Americans.html#ixzz1VHK3Um2B



TRADITIONAL IMMIGRATION?

traditional levels of 
immigration?

____   



THE PERFECT STORM  
FOR IMMIGRATION REFORM

 Neither Congress now the Clinton, Bush, and Obama 
Administrations have been able to reform immigration policy.

Labor unions supporting Democrats fear that new immigrants 
compete with union workers, taking jobs in right-to-work states 
and for nonunion contractors.

Conservative supporters of Republicans fear new immigrants will 
vote democrat, not speak English, and change traditional cultural 
norms (and, since 9/11, a growing fear if Islamic immigrants).

And environmentalists, supporting both parties, fear immigrants 
add to “overpopulation” and negatively impact the environment.

U.S. IMMIGRATION NOTES

Political Economy: Interventionist 
dynamics
Legislation has unintended 
consequences, with a history of 
“fixes” that have failed.
Immigration legislation is sad 
examples of failed interventions.



OVERPOPULATION?

Is the world overpopulated?
Is there a link between population 
density and poverty?
Or between population growth and 
poverty?
Is population growth bad for the 
environment?

TRANSFORMING THE WORLD 
THROUGH MIGRATION

Between 1990 and 2000, a 52% increase 
Korean immigrants, from 568,397 to 864,125.
Koreans who came to America (earlier) 
helped transform Korea, as immigrants have 
from other countries.
Korea, Ireland, Hungary, Romania (before 
wars), Italy, and more recently Ireland (again), 
African countries...


