


Black men with high school or less saw higher unemployment at a
time when immigration increased, and both black and white men at
the bottom of the economic ladder saw stagnating or eroding wages.
Many factors are at play in creating these changes, but immigration
is likely at least a part of the story.

Keeping negative impacts in perspective, addressing the real
concerns, and bearing in mind the overall benefits and reality of
immigration would seem like solid cornerstones of future policy for
Long Island and for the country.

A BRIEF HISTORY

Long Island has a long history of immigration, though the recent
increase may make it feel like a new issue to the current generation
of Long Island residents. In the early part of the 20th century, the
population of Long Island was far smaller than it is today, but the
share of the population that was born in another country was
considerably higher. Through the first four decades of the century,
roughly one in five Long Island residents was an immigrant

In the U.S. as a whole, immigrants’ share of the population was
about 14 percent in the early part of the 20th century. Immigration
dropped steeply due to restrictionist laws in the 1920s and was held
down by the Depression and World War Il in the 1930s and ’40s.
Consequently, the immigrant share of the U.S. population reached a
low of five percent in 1970. In 2005/07, immigrants made up 12
percent of total U.S. population.

The shape of the curve of immigrant share of population on Long
Island is similar to that of the country as a whole. The picture on
Long Island, however, is shaded by the tremendous growth in the
overall population. The total number of residents on Long Island
grew at a rapid clip from 1910 to about 1950, then increased
explosively during the 1950s and ’60s. This was a time of
suburbanization and “white flight” from the cities around the
country, with Long Island at the forefront and Levittown an often-
invoked symbol of the trend.

Although it was not very visible at the time, the number of
immigrants on Long Island continued to grow throughout the ’50s
and *60s. What made this trend hard to see was that at the same time
the immigrant share of the population dropped rapidly. A small
increase in the number of immigrants was swamped by an
extraordinary increase in the U.S.-born population. From 1950 to
1970, the immigrant population grew by about 70,000 — from
126,000 to 193,000 — while the U.S.-born population grew by one
and a half million. The immigrant population of Long Island at that
point included many lItalian, Irish, and Jewish immigrants who had
settled first in New York City and then followed U.S.-born residents
to suburbs that were overwhelmingly white. Blacks and Puerto
Ricans mostly remained in New York City, or in racially and
ethnically separated communities on Long Island.

Since 1970, the U.S.-born population has remained at about the
same level, between 2.3 and 2.4 million. During the period of our
study, from 1990 to 2005/07, we can see that the total population
increased slightly, by 158,000. The U.S.-born population didn’t
change much, but the foreign-born population increased significantly.
Although the overall U.S.-born population holds relatively flat,
declining by just 13,000 from 1990 to 2005/07, the number of
working-age U.S.-born adults has decreased by 94,000, driven by an
even greater drop in the number of young adults 20-34 years old.
This declining number of U.S.-born working-age adults was offset
by a gain of 139,000 working-age immigrants, resulting in a modest
net growth of 44,000 in the overall working age population over
nearly two decades.
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and administrative support jobs. By contrast, 44 percent work in

either service or blue-collar jobs. Three percent in farming, fishing, F'Sf ﬁ: 2 “wn .
and forestry on Long Island, these are significantly landscaping as Ve & |Immigrint W'e rkin
well as farm-labor jobs (Figure 2). W' hite o [lWr p 3, ¢

Contrary to the common media portrayal of Latinos as working
nearly exclusively in day labor and other low-wage jobs, our research
has shown that day laborers make up less than one percent of all
immigrant workers in New York’s downstate suburbs, and are a small
share even of undocumented workers. While Latino immigrants on
Long Island are less likely than other immigrants to hold high-wage
occupations, a substantial number, 30 percent, do work in white-
collar jobs (Figure 3).

There is undoubtedly some undercount of undocumented immigrants,
who are concentrated in service, blue-collar, landscaping, and
farming jobs. Jeff Passel of the Pew Hispanic Center estimates the
undercount to be generally on the order of 10 to 15 percent, so even
factoring in an undercount these ratios would not change substantially.

Immigrants make up 21 percent of the labor force (the grey shaded
area in Figure 4). The colored bars show the immigrant share of a
series of detailed occupational categories. Bars that go beyond the
greyarearepresentoccupationswhereimmigrantsare overrepresented,
and those that are within the grey are those where immigrants are
underrepresented. All jobs are included in the occupations here, so if
all bars came to exactly 21 percent, it would mean immigrants were
perfectly evenly spread among the full range of occupations on
Long Island.

Scanning the chart, we see that immigrants are overrepresented in
many blue-collar and service jobs (except among firefighters,
police, and supervisors of protective services), but they are not far
from parity in most white-collar occupations, and they are in fact
overrepresented among professionals.

In white-collar jobs (the first group of bars on the chart), immigrants
make up 16 percent of executive, administrative and managerial
workers, 22 percent of people in professional specialties, and 26
percent of registered nurses, pharmacists, and health therapists. In
technical, sales, and administrative support (the second group of
bars), immigrants make up 20 percent of Long Island technicians, 19
percent of people in higher-paid sales jobs, 17 percent of those in
lower-paid sales jobs, and 14 percent of those in administrative
support jobs, including as secretaries.

In blue-collar and lower-wage service jobs (the third and fourth

group of bars), immigrants play a disproportionately big role in
nearly every occupation with the exception of uniformed officers,
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where they are significantly underrepresented. A few occupations
are particularly striking. Immigrants make up 58 percent of all
machine operators living on Long Island, 38 percent private
households and personal service workers. Immigrants make up 25
percent of people working in the higher-paid construction trades,
just slightly above their 21 percent share of the overall labor force,

but 37 percent of the lower-paid occupation that includes construction
laborers and other materials handlers. Immigrants make up 41
percent of farming, fishing, and forestry jobs (the single black bar at
bottom). On Long Island, a significant portion of these jobs are in
landscaping and gardening.
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statistical significance, they are worth noting in particular since they
are in line with national research on the topic.

What seems to be an increase in the unemployment rate for black
men with lower levels of educational attainment is taking place at the
same time as the number of immigrants is increasing significantly,
and the number of undocumented immigrants is growing from very
few in 1990 (because of the 1986 amnesty) to a substantial number
in 2005/07. Other factors may also have an effect on the unemployment
rates of black men during this time —such as the loss of manufacturing
jobs and the high incarceration rates (and subsequent difficulty
finding a job) for black men. But immigration does seem to be part
of the story.

For U.S.-born white men, it is interesting to note that on Long Island
the unemployment picture is positive at all educational levels.
Although there would be reason to suspect that white men with less
than high school would be in more direct competition with a bigger
share of the immigrant population, and thus might be more likely to
face unemployment, this does not seem to be the case on Long
Island. Indeed, the only group of U.S.-born white men to see their
unemployment levels actually go down over the course of the three
peaks is those with less than high school. Although this decline may
not be statistically significant, it is in any case not an increase. For
U.S.-born white men with less than high school, the unemployment
rate first rose between 1990 and 2000, from 7.6 to 8.1 percent, and
then dropped to 6.0 percent by 2005/07 (Figure 6).

Immigration is a factor throughout both periods, so this outcome is
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The employment ratio for U.S.-born women 25-64 on Long Island
went up for all race/ethnic groups between 1990 and 2005/07, as
more women entered the labor force. Among U.S.-born white
women — the large majority of the female labor force — the
employment rate increased from 65 to 69 percent. For U.S.-born
Latinas it increased most sharply, from 61 to 71 percent. And, for
African American women it increased from 70 to 74 percent,
dipping slightly along the way to 69 percent in 2000. U.S.-born
Asian women saw an increase between 1990 and 2005/07 from 61
to 66 percent though their employment ratio was lower in 2005/07
than the high of 70 percent reached in 2000. Looking just at the
level and not at the trend, it is interesting to see that African
American women have the highest employment ratio, although
U.S.-born white and Asian women match the level of African
American women in 2000 (Table 7).

U.S.-born men ages 25-64 started with a considerably higher
employment ratio than U.S.-born women, but the gap is narrowing,
and in fact U.S.-born black men and women are now effectively at
parity. The ratio for white men declined somewhat, from 88 to 84
percent, between 1990 and 2005/07, very much in line with the
decline nationally of 3 percentage points. The employment ratio
remained flat at 76 percent at for African American men, compared
to a 4 percent decline for U.S-born black men nationally. The rate
for U.S.-born Latino men dropped more than the national average,
from 86 to 82 percent on Long Island, compared to a 1 percentage
point drop nationally. For U.S.-born Asian men on Long Island the
rate has increased, from 79 to 85 percent, while nationally there was
a 4 percentage point drop.

These changes in the employment ratio for men have been noticed
by researchers for decades, and do not seem to bear a relationship
to immigration, but seem more closely related to the increasing
labor force participation of women.

Breaking the employment ratio down by educational level, U.S.-
born white men see some declines in all educational groups.
African American men see a decline in the employment ratio of
those with high school degrees, and a modest increase in all other
groups, including those with less than high school. U.S.-born
Latino men see declines in the lower levels of educational
attainment, and a small increase in the already-high ratio for those
with a college degree or higher.

For younger adults, there is even less evidence of a displacement
effect. As immigrants increased their presence in the Long Island
economy from 1990 to 2005/07, with undocumented immigrants
making up a growing share of all immigrants, the share of U.S.-
born women 16 to 24 who are neither in school nor in a job —
sometimes called “disconnected youth” — has declined across the

board in peak economic years. For U.S.-born white women, the rate
dropped from an already low 8 percent in 1990 to just 6 percent in
2005/07. For U.S.-born Latinas the rate dropped from 16 percent in
1990 to 8 percent in 2005/07, and for African-American women the
rate rose slightly between 1990 and 2000, from 14 to 16 percent,
then dropped in 2005/07 to 13 percent (Table 8).

The share of U.S.-born young men who are out-of-school and out-
of-work is generally flat or even declining a little (measuring peak-
to-peak) during this period of strong immigration. For U.S.-born
white men, the rate is 7 percent in all three peak years. For Latino
men the rate fell from 11 to 8 percent, and African American
men see a slight decline, from 19 percent in 1990 to 18 percent
in 2005/07.

Eighteen or 19 percent is an alarmingly high share of young African
American men to be out of school and out of work. Immigration
does not make the high number rise, but it is possible that, without
immigration, this rate would have come down. Of course, it is also
possible that the in the absence of immigration lower immigration
the disconnected rate for young black men would have remained
where it is. Unfortunately, the sample size is too small to include
Asians in these charts.
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Wages for U.S.-born men start at a higher level, but have generally
shown less growth. African American men started in 1990 with the
lowest wages of any racial/ethnic group, and gained just 4 percent
from 1990 to 2005/07. U.S.-born Latinos and Asians also gained




The increasing immigrant share of the economy has been one major
shift in the Long Island economy over the past two decades, but it is
hardly the only one. A much bigger factor in the economy, and a
bigger reason for wage stagnation among lower-skilled workers, is
the changing industrial structure of the jobs available on Long
Island. The data above all refer to employment of Long Island
residents, whether or not they work on Long Island. A quarter of
jobholders living on Long Island commute to work, mostly to New
York City, 23 percent of U.S.-born workers and 30 percent of
foreign-born. Overall commuter rates have changed surprisingly
little in the 20 years since 1990.

A big part of the story of middle-wage jobs, however, is the shift in
the type of jobs located on Long Island. As in so many other parts
of the country, Long Island was losing manufacturing jobs that paid
a solid middle-class wage, while it was gaining jobs in less well-
paying industries.

Looking at the jobs located on Long Island using the Quarterly
Census of Employment and Wages, we see big losses in
manufacturing jobs in both between the 1990 peak and the 2000
peak, as well as from the 2000 peak to the period just before the
peak in 2005/07. (The QCEW? industry classification system

changed along the way.) In both periods, there were substantial
peak-to-peak losses in manufacturing jobs: manufacturing lost
38,000 jobs between 1990 and 2000, and 18,000 between 2000 and
2005-07. In both cases it was the industry with the largest job loss.
These were jobs that on average paid about $55,000 almost $10,000
above the overall average (Table 9).

The industries showing substantial job gains were mostly at or
below the average wage: services and retail trade making up the
biggest number in the 1990 to 2000 period, and health care and
social assistance, accommodations and food services in the 2000 to
2005-07 period. In both cases there was also growth in generally
well-paying construction jobs, but not nearly at the level of job loss
in manufacturing.

Looking at occupationgather than industry (and using Census and
ACS data rather than QCEW, so we can distinguish U.S.- and
foreign-born workers, and thereby seeing all workers living on Long
Island rather than those working on Long Island), we can see the
same broad growth in service jobs and decline in blue-collar jobs,
as well as a growth in managerial and professional and decline in
technical, sales and administrative support jobs, as well as an
increase in the small number of farming, fishing and forestry
occupations (driven mostly by gardening and landscaping jobs).



1990 and 2005/07, in inflation-adjusted terms. (Growth in wages in
specific service occupations between 1990 and 2005/07 ranged
from -2 percent for dental health and nursing aids to 13 percent for
private household and personal service. (See appendix in my full
report for data.)

The increasing number of farming, fishing and forestry jobs is
driven by an increasing number of gardeners and groundskeepers.
There are some 4,000 more people hired as gardeners and
groundskeepers today than in 1990. Perhaps surprisingly, the
number of U.S.-born workers in farming, fishing and forestry has
remained almost exactly the same, while the number of immigrants
has nearly doubled. Median wages for U.S.-born workers have
increased by 12 percent, to $36,000 per year.

Blue-collar jobs saw an overall decline, with the number of
immigrants increasing and U.S.-born workers declining. But the
trends were very different in the manufacturing and construction.
Looking at those blue-collar occupations in the manufacturing
industry, we can see that there are about 3,000 more immigrants
working in blue-collar jobs in manufacturing — not nearly enough to
account for the 31,000 blue-collar jobs lost in manufacturing by
U.S.-born workers between 1990 and 2005/07 (Table 11).

By contrast, there are 11,000 more immigrants working in blue-
collar construction jobs in 2005/07 than there were in 1990, and
1,000 fewer U.S.-born workers, a decline of 2 percent. Over the
same period, there is an overall decline in the U.S.-born working-
age (16-64) population of 8 percent. In other words, while there is a
decreasing number of U.S.-born workers in blue-collar construction
jobs, the decrease is not as great as the overall lower number of
U.S.-born workers on Long Island overall. The increasing share of
immigrants in construction is due primarily to a growing construction
sector in which immigrants are taking newly created jobs.

This is an area where undocumented immigrants are playing a
particularly large role—The Pew Hispanic Center estimates that
about one in ten construction workers in New York’s downstate
suburbs is undocumented, and roughly one in five undocumented
immigrant workers is in construction (see Fiscal Policy Institute,
Working for a Better Life.) There is little doubt that undocumented
immigrants are paid lower wages, bringing down the average wages
for immigrants and are perhaps also restraining gains for U.S.-
born workers.

Between 1990 and 2005/07, U.S.-born workers lost a significant
number of blue-collar manufacturing jobs, but very few of these
jobs have gone to immigrants—for the most part, they are jobs that
were lost due to the downsizing or moving away of aerospace and
other manufacturing firms. In construction, a modest number of

30

blue-collar jobs have shifted from U.S.-born workers to immigrants
—roughly 1,000 overall on Long Island. A far more noticeable effect
is that as the construction industry has grown, the new jobs created
have gone in large part to immigrants. In both industries, the wages
of U.S.-born worker have increased modestly, 13 percent in
construction and 9 percent in manufacturing, in inflation-
adjusted terms. Wages for immigrants in both cases started lower
and declined.

U.S.-born men without college degrees have seen stagnating wages
over this period, but immigrants seem not to have played more than
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Given the importance of immigrants to the Long Island economy;,
as well as the social reality of immigrants’ presence, it would seem
more productive to focus on how to improve outcomes for those
who may see negative impacts than to forgo the overall contribution
of immigration — or worse still, to stifle the overall economy by
creating a climate that is hostile to immigrants, or to Latinos. The
possibility of an anti-immigrant environment is a clear concern to
business leaders on Long Island, who fear that it could make the
area less attractive to U.S. and foreign-born workers alike, as has
been frequently expressed by the Long Island Association.

Addressing the ways in which immigrants may be having a negative
impact should be a clear priority for Long Island policymakers.
Attention to further improvements in the high school graduation
rates, establishing a stronger floor in the low-wage labor market,
and a focus on job training and career advancement might be
considered not only good policy in general but also critical
components of a sound approach to immigration.

In a volatile political context, Long Island business, political, and
nonprofit leaders should be clearly aware of the overall positive role
immigration has played in the local economy, and the fact that for
most workers immigration — even including illegal immigration —
has been compatible with wage growth and steady employment
outcomes. Advocating for federal immigration reform while making
sure that Long Island develops and maintains a climate that
embraces this growing multicultural reality will be important
components of sustainable economic growth for the region.

David Dyssegaard Kallick directs the Immigration Research
Initiative at the Fiscal Policy Institute. This article was adapted
from FPI's longer report: The Changing Profile of Long Island’s
Economy: How US-born Workers Have Fared as Immigration Has
Grown” <www.fiscal Policy.org>, released at the Hofstra University
forum on “Immigration’s Impacts on Long Island” (11/17/2010).
The forum was organized by the Center for Study of Labor &
Democracy and the National Center for Suburban Studies.
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