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Introduction
On Thursday, April 10th, 2008, at 10 am, the Committee on Immigration will hold an oversight hearing on “Immigrants’ Contributions to the Economy.”  Those invited to testify include the Mayor’s Office of Immigrant Affairs, the New York Immigration Coalition and interested community organizations.

Background 
Immigration is a hot topic throughout the nation as a result of the pending elections and nationwide concerns about the American economy.  Immigrants are often blamed for the problems with the economy.  There are misconceptions that immigrants take away jobs from U.S. born workers and that all illegal immigrants become a financial burden to taxpayers.  This negative response to the immigrant population is not helping the immigration discussion; rather, it is hurting any fair evaluation of the situation and the attempt to find solutions to people’s concerns.  In 2007, the New York Immigration Coalition initiated The Truth About Immigrants campaign.  The campaign’s goal is to educate the public about the positive impact of immigration on the economy.  In November of 2007, the Fiscal Policy Institute issued a report entitled “Working for a Better Life: A Profile of Immigrants in the New York State Economy” as part of The Truth About Immigrants campaign.  This report incorporates research-based economic analysis, along with facts and human experiences.
History of Immigrants in New York City

New York City is considered to be the gateway to the many opportunities that the United States has to offer.  In the late 19th and early 20th centuries New York served as a major point of entry for immigrants.  The immigrants flowing through Ellis Island at that time brought increased energy to the city, state, and the nation, as well as an indication of major growth in the future.
  Throughout all waves of immigration, fear of the new arrivals has existed throughout the nation.  These fears generally involve job security, neighborhood preservation, and the ability to communicate with newcomers.  Despite these negative attitudes, the immigrant population continues to thrive, especially in New York City.
According to the 2005 American Community Survey, approximately 18.7 million people live in New York state.
  Among the 18.7 million residents, approximately four million are foreign-born.
  And, nearly three-quarters of the state’s immigrant population live in New York City.  These three million individuals make up 37 percent of the city’s residents.
  As a significant part of the state’s population, immigrants are also a significant part of the working population, maintaining employment at all levels and in a variety of sectors.
  In 2006, 22.4 percent of the state’s gross domestic product could be attributed to immigrants working in New York.
  The immigrant population’s share of the wage and salary earnings is equivalent to their share of the population.
  The strong immigration over the past two decades accounts for the net growth in city residents and the resurgence in many of the city’s neighborhoods.
  New York City has truly benefitted over recent years by the constant migration of immigrants.  
Immigrants’ Roles in the American Workforce

Many new immigrants become business owners and entrepreneurs.
  New businesses are often created to serve immigrant communities by providing access to goods that are customary to a particular ethnic community or by providing services at affordable prices in familiar languages that cannot be found in other areas.  Immigrants are also known to join pre-existing work forces.  In doing so, they often become members of labor unions, which is deemed as a major step towards integration into society.  It further ensures better work conditions for all as well as the expansion of the middle class.
  
H-1B Visas

Highly educated and uniquely skilled foreigners are often recruited by U.S. businesses.  These businesses depend on professional and business travel visas, known as H-1B visas, to attract highly skilled workers to this country.  Employers can apply for H-1B visas on behalf of foreigners whom they have given job offers for an occupation requiring specialized knowledge.
  Such businesses hope that attracting a diverse work force will help them to compete and grow.  According to a study by the National Foundation for American Policy, H-1B visa holders are directly related to an increase in hiring at U.S. technology companies.
  The study shows that for every H-1B position requested, technology companies increase their employment by five workers.
  Thus H-1B workers are complementing hires of U.S. born professionals, rather than displacing them.
  

Immigrants Help Expand the Middle Class
Studies show that the median income for immigrant families is the same as for U.S. born families.
  Immigrant families have successfully expanded the ranks of the middle class, despite the fact that immigrants generally earn lower wages.
  Many immigrants have reached such economic success as a result of the following: (i) the high labor force participation rate, (ii) the increased likelihood of being of working age, (iii) their willingness to work long hours, and (iv) immigrant families tend to have more workers.
  The ability of immigrant families to make it into the middle class reflects the wide success of immigrants and their integration into society.
Concerns about Immigrants in the Workforce
There are several concerns about the treatment of immigrants who work in positions at the low end of the labor market.  Often, employers break important worker protection laws in order to benefit themselves.  Such violations not only hurt members of the immigrant community, but also U.S. born workers in the same labor market.  These employers often pay their employees below the minimum wage and off the books without submitting required payroll taxes to the federal and state governments.
  Employers commit further wrongdoings when they fail to provide their employees with the minimally required workers compensation insurance coverage.
  This results in problems for all workers as well as for those employers that follow the law.  In some industries, employers have been known to restructure work in ways that require employees to accept less pay, with greater degrees of risk and fewer government protections.
  This is most often seen in the construction, restaurant, apparel manufacturing, and livery service industries.
  When dishonest employers continuously evade labor laws and tax enforcement on all levels the lives of all workers, whether they are born in the U.S. or abroad, are affected.

The federal government has recently placed a cap on the number of professional visas that will be handed out annually, causing serious problems for American businesses.  The federal government’s cap on H-1B visas is 65,000 per year.
  There are 20,000 additional spots available for graduates of U.S. educational programs.
  The federal government imposed the cap on professional visas in order to discourage employers from hiring foreign workers instead of qualified domestic workers.
  As a result of America’s strict visa and immigration policies, thousands of jobs are being lost or relocated.
  The Partnership for New York City theorizes that New York and the nation should encourage a positive business environment by supporting access to talent, rather than discouraging it.
  The Partnership further theorizes that effective visa reform will protect American jobs and create opportunities for business expansion.

Conclusion
The immigrant population has proven to be essential to the local and national economy.  Federal immigration and visa policies significantly impact New York City, where immigrants constitute more than one-third of the population.  Immigrants’ contributions to the economy could be improved with better public policy.  Although the legislative bodies at the City and State levels can do very little about such policies, it is important that they advocate for initiatives that will foster immigration as opposed to discouraging it.
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