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The US needs more workers and more kids:

The time is coming for major immigration,
workforce, and job training legislation

Karl Polzer

Below the political toxicity surrounding ICE’s mass deportations, there is growing
awareness among policymakers that the United States will need to bring in millions more
immigrants legally. Why? American men and women are failing to produce the workers and
children necessary both to propel economic growth and pay taxes to support government
spending.

Without increased immigration, the population is expected to decline. As in other
industrialized nations, the US fertility rate (now about 1.6 children per woman) has dropped
below the rate people are dying.

The US already faces historic and rising levels of public debt. Fewer children and future
workers in the pipeline, coupled with the retirement of the outsized Baby Boom generation,
now threaten the long-term solvency of the federal government. Paying interest on our debt
is sapping the economy and, in time, will pose a threat to national security.

To escape this bind, policymakers are looking for ways to stimulate economic growth.
Technological advances can help, but more workers and consumers will be needed. Italso
will be imperative to train and re-skill workers. The US education system is now misaligning
young people with available work. Al and other innovations are expected to erase millions
of middle-income jobs while demanding new types of skills.

As these realities sink in, the time is coming for Congress to consider a multi-pronged
immigration, workforce, and job training strategy. The United States needs more workers,
more future taxpayers, and an education system that equips people to fill available jobs.

The US already faces growing demand for doctors and other health care professionals;
technology and software specialists; engineers; actuaries; and other well-paid
occupations. However, the greatest need for additional labor will be in low-wage service
jobs paying less than $20 per hour -- including health and personal care aides and fast-food
and counter workers, according to the Roosevelt Institute. Immigrants hold large
percentages of these jobs along with American-born whites and racial minorities.
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There will be hard choices. Will college graduates who can’t find white-collar jobs be able,
or willing, to take a service job, even temporarily, as they search for better options? Could
some shift to other professional fields? Maybe.

After deporting 700,000 illegal immigrants and pushing another two million to self-deport,
the Trump Administration, and Republicans in Congress, may be willing to accept more
legal immigrants if they are seen as key to economic growth. In a recent Fox News
interview, Department of Homeland Security Sec. Markwayne Mullin drew a sharp
distinction between illegal and legal immigration: “..The problem is we want immigration.
We want legal immigration. The people that want to make the country stronger. We're a
nation of immigrants,” Mullin commented.

Immigrants comprise an important — and arguably foundational — part of the country’s
economy and social structure.

Testifying before Congress last month, David Bier, of the libertarian Cato Institute,
highlighted ways that immigrants contribute to nearby Fairfax County, Virginia, and
nationwide. “Our research finds immigrants—legal and illegal—work at higher rates,
generate more income and taxes, and have reduced the national debt by $14.5 trillion over
the last 30 years...” he said. “Nationwide, illegal immigrants are half as likely as likely to
commit crimes that land them in prison as US-born Americans. Despite all this, Congress
refuses to allow most would-be immigrants to come legally, which leads to illegal
immigration.”

Bier noted that only 3% of applicants seeking legal permanent resident status were
approved in 2024: “That was before the current administration banned a majority of the
legal immigrants previously allowed to come, including half of all spouses of US citizens. It
has cut legal immigration twice as much as illegal immigration. At the same time, it
terminated legal status for over 2 million immigrants who were already here, creating four
times as many new illegal immigrants as it has deported.”

In a recent Northern Virginia online community discussion responding to Bier’s testimony,
people with widely differing political views tended to agree that Illegal immigration should
be stopped and criminal aliens deported. But many also saw legal immigration as part of
the American tradition and said it can be helpful. Some said that undocumented
immigrants who have worked and contributed to the economy for years, and their children,
should be given a chance to stay.

There remains great resentment among working-class Americans toward illegal
immigration, which can undercut native-born access to jobs and bargaining leverage.
Employers can exploit illegal immigrants with below-market wages and unhealthy working
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conditions. If undocumented workers complain or try to organize, they can be kicked out of
the country.

A critical question remains: Without immigration, where will American employers find
enough workers to fill low-wage jobs? The left-leaning Roosevelt Institute suggests policies
“supporting employment, wage growth, and worker bargaining power” would help boost

this part of the workforce. A disproportionately ballooning service sector otherwise could
widen economic inequality and spark social conflict.

Arecent essay in the moderate conservative publication “Commonplace” likens today’s
illegal workers with the slaves who once occupied the lowest rung of American society.
Daniel Kishi of American Compass revisits South Carolina Sen. John Hammond’s 1858
speech defending the South’s system of slavery. The senator expounded that all societies,
including the industrial North, relied on a lower caste of “mudsills” for unskilled labor. A
mudsill, or sill plate, is the bottommost horizontal beam supporting a structure on its
foundation. It bears the greatest weight.

Kishi’s essay rejects normalizing labor exploitation: “A nation that insists on maintaining a
two-tiered labor class—whether through slavery, sharecropping, the tacit acceptance of
illegal employment, the relocation of production to wherever labor is cheapest and least
protected, or temporary visa programs that bind labor to a single employer—has made a
political choice. It has chosen the mudsill. But it can choose otherwise. President
(Abraham) Lincoln’s answer, and the right one, is to build an economy that does not need

»

one.

Noble sentiment aside, it is difficult to see how a nation with a shrinking population and
debt-sandbagged economy can offer its lowest-paid workers, and their children,
opportunities to climb the socio-economic ladder. Economic growth and shared gains will
be needed for upward mobility.

A realist might say nothing positive can be expected from the current cast of players in
Washington. Immigration and workforce issues remain tinder for political conflict. The
easiest path for the next Congress might be amplifying divisive political rhetoric, while
avoiding action to address these fundamental challenges to the nation’s capacity to grow
and succeed.

Nonetheless, the time for constructive lawmaking, driven by economic necessity, is fast
approaching. Our leaders would do well to expand their scope of vision beyond kicking out
millions of workers, and begin building the workforce, and tax base, the country will need.

Karl Polzer is founder of the Center on Capital & Social Equity, which explores inequality
and advocates for the ‘bottom 50%’.
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