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Immigration Grows to Half of New York’s Labor Force 
 
By Tarry Hum 

 
 

Anyone living in New York City today can observe daily that immigrant labor has become central to New York City’s economy. 

The latest population data continue to document the depth and extent of the foreign-born presence. The large numbers of immigrants 

today lends to comparisons with the last great wave at the turn of the 20
th

 century. In fact, 36% of the City’s population is now 
foreign-born. Along with their high levels of labor force participation, immigrants are concentrated in low-skill, low-wage jobs – 
making up New York City’s working poor. One central question is will immigrant work ultimately lead to economic mobility?  In the 
past, unions were critical in promoting improved conditions and advancing career ladders for workers. Today, with the power of 
unions waning, will new immigrant institutions, such as worker centers, be effective advocates? 

 

Immigrants are an integral and growing segment of New York City’s labor force. In 1980, immigrants comprised just 16% of 

the City’s labor force [defined as those who are employed or unemployed but are actively looking for work]. By 2000, immigrants 

make up nearly half -- 47% -- of the City’s labor force [Table 1] 

 

Immigrants dominate labor intensive service and manufacturing niches – in fact, these occupational niches are often ethnic 
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This was recently documented by Hunter College Professor Margaret Chin in her study of immigrant Chinese women who 

were displaced by the decline of the New York City garment industry especially in the post 9/11 period. She found that they can’t find 

jobs other than sewing machine operators because most of their friends and family members are in similar jobs.1 
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Economist Janice Fine’s research documents 118 workers centers nationwide. The largest numbers are in California and New 

York. In New York City, these groups include CAAAV, DRUM, NYC Taxi Alliance, Workers Awaaz, the Chinese Staff and Workers 

Association (CSWA), SAHKI, National Mobilization Against Sweat Shops (NMASS), and Restaurant Opportunities Center of New 

York (ROC-NY). Worker centers organize low wage workers in immigrant-dominated sectors such as taxi drivers, restaurant and 
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