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On the same day that r eporter Jef frey Kaye  

visited the T ondo hospital in northwest Manila,  

members of an employees association wearing  

hospital uniforms rallied in the outside courtyar d 

demanding pay raises. The nurses at the hospital  

took home about $261 a month, while in the  

United States, nurses earn, on average, more than 

fi fteen times that rate of pay. No wonder so many 

nurses leave the Philippines.

Between 2000 and 2007, nearly 78,000  

qualifi ed nurses left the Philippines to work  

abroad, but ther e’s mor e to it than the pull of  

better wages: each year the Philippine pr esident 

hands out Bagong Bayani  (“Modern-day  

Heroes”) awar ds to the country’ s “outstanding  

and exemplary” migrant workers. Migrant labor  

accounts for the Philippines’ second largest source 

of export r evenue—after electr onics—and they  

ship out nurses like another country might export  

textiles. In 2008, the Philippines was one of the  

top-ranking destination countries for remittances, 

alongside India ($45 billion), China ($34.5 billion),  

and Mexico ($26.2 billion).

Nurses in the Philippines, farmers in  

Senegal, Dominican factory workers in rural  

Pennsylvania, even Indian softwar e engineers  

working in California—all ar e pieces of a lar ger 

system Kaye calls “coyote capitalism.”

Coyote capitalism is the idea—practiced by 

many businesses and governments—that people,  

like other natural r esources, ar e supplies to be  

shifted ar ound to meet demand. W orkers ar e 

pushed out, pulled in, and put on the line without 

consideration of the consequences for economies, 

communities, or individuals. 

With a fr esh take on a contr oversial topic,  

Moving Millions  knocks down myth after myth  

about why immigrants come to the United States  

and what role they play in the economy, challenging 

the view that immigrants themselves motivate  

immigration, rather than the policies of businesses 

and governments in both rich and poor nations.  
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Kaye takes readers around the world in sear ch of 

answers, with stops in Mexico, Eur ope, the UAE,  

Poland, Senegal, and elsewher e. Interviewing  

smugglers and undocumented workers, recruiters 

and legal immigrants, Kaye fi  nds surprising 

connections between globalization, economic  

growth, and the convoluted immigration debates  

taking place in the United States and other  

industrialized countries.  

What does it all add up to? America’ s 

approach to importing workers looks fr om the  

outside like a patchwork of unnecessary laws and  

regulations, but the machinery of immigration is  

actually part of a larger, global system that satisfi es 

the needs of businesses and governments, often  

at the expense of workers in every nation.

Moving Millions  brings a new perspective  

to the looming debates over compr ehensive 

immigration reform in Washington. It is important 

reading for policy makers, activists on both sides  

of immigration and globalization debates, and  

anyone who wants to understand an issue that will 

remain a major point of domestic and international 

political confl ict for decades to come.
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“A really wonderful book. With vivid writing that brings policy to 

life through the people most touched by it, Moving Millions pulls 

us acr oss the global landscape of one of the least understood 

phenomena of our time—human migration—and demonstrates 

why each of us has a stake in what happens to these strangers in our 

midst. Kaye’s done such a fantastic job of capturing the human, as 

well as the government and commercial, sides of this complicated 

issue. A superb piece of work.”

 —Judy Woodruff, Senior Correspondent, PBS NewsHour

“Global immigration—for ced, exploitative, and pr ofi table—is 

arguably the most explosive social issue of our time. Its economics 

are murky and its politics ar e hypocritical. Read this book if you 

want a well-written, honest guide to how it works and why any 

solution has to focus on wher e immigrants come fr om as well as 

where they go.”

 —Jeff Faux, founder of the Economic Policy Institute and  
   author  of The Global Class War

“Jeffrey Kaye does a masterful job in demolishing the myriad myths 

surrounding immigration and puts a human, sometimes tragic, 

face on the concurr ent global push of poverty and the pull of the 

promise of a better life.” 

 —Marc Cooper, USC Annenberg School
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To the memory of my parents, Harry and Rebecca.
To my sister, Judith.

To my wife and best friend, Deborah.
And to my children, Sara and Sophie: May your own life voyages be 

ones of fulfi llment, compassion, love, and joy.
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A C K N O W L E D G M E N T S

              As an immigrant, a journalist, and a longtime resident of Los Angeles, 
I have found the subject of immigration to be an abiding and recur-
ring theme. So this book is a product of not only my personal history, 
but also of a career in which I ’ ve tried to understand and explain the 
forces that spur people to uproot themselves, leave families, and cross 
borders. 

 I spent the fi rst thirteen years of my life in London. My mother 
and father were born in England right after World War I to parents 
who had been part of the great westward - moving wave of Eastern 
Europeans. As a result, my family life was imbued with a hybrid 
culture —that spanned two worlds — an older, Yiddish - speaking 
generation, and that of my parents, a bridge between the Old World 
and the New. 

 As a thirteen - year - old, I had only a vague understanding of why 
my parents, Harry and Rebecca, decided to leave England with my 
sister Judith and me to journey to a quintessential destination for 
immigrants, Southern California. Living in  El Pueblo de Nuestra 
Se ñ ora la Reina de los  Á ngeles de Porci ú ncula , I have often felt as if the 
world were arriving on my doorstep. 

 As I came to learn why people move, I realized that beyond the 
obvious personal calculations were factors beyond the control of 
migrants themselves. In that sense, some of the infl uences on my 
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 1

          Introduction          

 When I walk to the supermarket close to my house, my attention 
is often drawn to what is usually an unremarkable dot on the 

urban landscape: a manhole cover. What distinguishes the fairly 
ordinary - looking, brownish cast - iron covering is not so much its over-
all appearance. It is just a sewer lid. But what I fi nd almost captivat-
ing is the noteworthy juxtaposition of twin phrases cast into its design. 
On one side, a semicircle of capital letters says: city of l.a. Opposite, 
three words in the shape of a happy - face smile complete the circle, 
offering a perspective probably not intended by the designers or 
the makers of the sewer lid: made in mexico. 

 I love it. Not just for the discovery of meaning, intended or other-
wise, in a mundane, public utility fi tting, but also for the unadorned 
statement it makes about connections in a city in which 40 percent of 
the residents (myself included) were born abroad, at a time when so 
much attention and public debate revolve around where we ’ re from 
and what borders we ’ ve crossed. 

 For me, immigration has been an abiding interest, both profession-
ally and personally. My grandparents and great - grandparents migrated 
from Russian - occupied Poland to England in the late eighteen hundreds 
and just after the beginning of the twentieth century. Decades later, my 
family ’ s global odyssey continued when my parents left London and 
brought my sister and me to the United States. Our four generations 
migrated for the same reason most people move — the search for a 
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2  MOVING MILLIONS

better life. My mother was a legal secretary. My father was a jeweler, a 
craftsman, who, because of high luxury taxes imposed by the British 
government, had diffi culty selling his goods to retailers. Inspired by 
cousins who were moving to Los Angeles, in 1962 he wrote forty let-
ters to jewelers asking for work. One offered to help. We moved in 
1963 and I ’ ve lived here ever since. 

 My immigration story is somewhat typical in the way it involves 
family, risk, and the hope of a better life. 

 Of course, there ’ s more to my story than that, and there ’ s more to 
this book than the common perceptions about why people migrate. 
Immigration may ultimately be the result of personal decisions, but 
strip away the obvious, and what ’ s revealed are underlying dynamics 
of business strategies and trade practices as well as politics and policies —
 global and domestic — that are pushing, pulling, and moving millions 
around the globe. 

 Humans are a migratory species. From the epic Exodus tale in the 
Bible to the story of Odysseus, our myths and legends attest to 
mobility as a central theme in the human saga. To escape problems 
and to seek out fresh prospects, we ’ ve been in the process of  “ glo-
balization ”  for as many as a hundred thousand years, ever since our 
ancestral wanderers ventured out of East Africa in search of more 
hospitable living arrangements — better hunting, gathering, and fi sh-
ing grounds. As we developed agriculture about fi fteen thousand 
years ago, trade, commerce, and the eventual creation of cities spawned 
even more migration, a trend that continued as populations grew and 
as transportation and communications technologies advanced. 

 The world is experiencing an exodus on a scale never before seen, 
spurred by the same ancient motivations — the pursuit of opportunity 
and resources. Some have claimed that the unprecedented extent of 
globalization is  “ fl attening the playing fi eld. ”  But if that is the case, 
why are so many switching teams? 

 While a large proportion of migrants move from poor countries to 
other developing nations that are less poor, most migrants live in the 
nations of the developed world. Today, one out of every thirty - fi ve peo-
ple in the world resides in a country other than the one he or she was 
born in. If the world ’ s two hundred million people now living outside 
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the nations of their birth were in one place, they would comprise the 
world ’ s fi fth most populous country. 

 I ’ ve reported on immigration issues on four continents and 
heard similar emotional and heated debates about  “ the immigration 
problem, ”  discussions often tinged with racial overtones and xeno-
phobia. The gut level reactions are often superfi cial and devoid of 
context. 

 Around the world, I ’ ve seen migrants pursued, rounded up, and 
deported as governments — and certainly the news media — treat the 
issue as a local phenomenon, arguing in a multitude of languages 
about fences, amnesty programs, border guards, guest worker proposals, 
linguistic purity, population growth, social services, crime, and the 
end of civilization as we know it. 

 Despite the fact that in raw numbers the United States is home 
to more migrants than any other nation, more than sixty other coun-
tries have even higher percentages of foreigners living inside their 
borders. Three quarters of the world ’ s migrants are clustered in 
twenty - eight industrialized countries, nations that increasingly are 
becoming gated communities — as governments fortify boundaries, 
expand border police forces, and erect new iron curtains. Migrants 
go where the grass is greener, so just as the United States tries to 
keep out Mexicans, Mexico has beefed up security along its southern 
border to keep out Guatemalans. Malaysia deports Filipinos. Kosovo 
expels Bangladeshis. Along Europe ’ s fl anks, Spain, Italy, and Greece 
are expelling sub - Saharan Africans, while Poland is jailing Russians. 
In Russia, nationalist thugs are taking matters into their own hands 
by terrorizing dark - skinned migrant laborers from Tajikistan and 
Chechnya. In South America, Argentina deports Bolivians. Haiti 
throws out Dominicans. And in the United Kingdom, black - uniformed 
border police raid fast - food and curry restaurants looking for Pakistanis, 
Indians, and Bangladeshis lacking the requisite immigration papers. 

 On the world ’ s political stages, the often fi erce rhetoric over migration 
tends to overlook the issues that propel people to move, forces such as 
global supply chains, money fl ows, nomadic businesses, inequality, 
and trade policies. Instead, we fall into questions of control and man-
agement: How best to keep out unwanted foreigners and let in more 
desirable ones? What to do about the millions of illegal migrants who 
sneak across borders or overstay visas? 

 INTRODUCTION  3
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4  MOVING MILLIONS

 While people obviously migrate for many reasons, a chief focus of 
this book is the movement of labor. I began writing this book before 
the global recession hit. The economic downturn led to somewhat 
of a decline in labor migration, but nonetheless the same basic 
issues and trends persist. If anything, the increased competition for 
jobs has only sharpened the debates over immigration. The United 
Nations has estimated that nearly ninety million people worldwide 
are migrant workers. As many as forty million of them are believed to 
be illegal migrants. Millions more move as a result of confl icts, natural 
disasters, environmental degradation, or a combination of factors. 

 Even though migration can be complex, much of the political 
debate, at least in the United States, is one - dimensional, viewing 
migration through one prism, the legal status of migrants. The legal 
arguments mask a convenient historical amnesia and obscure more 
fundamental issues. 

 I once asked Joseph M. Arpaio, the tough - talking sheriff of 
Maricopa County, Arizona, which includes Phoenix, about his own 
family history. Arpaio has made a crackdown on illegal migrants a 
hallmark of his policing. I wanted to know whether the people he 
targets, mostly Mexicans, were much different from his own parents, 
who crossed the Atlantic from Italy in the early 1900s. 

  “ I have a deep compassion for the Mexican people, ”  he said. 
 “ However, if you come into this country illegally, you ’ re going to 
jail in this county. My mother and father came from Italy legally. 
 Legally , ”  he repeated for emphasis. 

 Such indignation on the basis of supposedly unblemished family 
trees is widespread. But the claims to moral superiority refl ect an 
 “ idealized history, ”  as journalist Lawrence Downes has observed. The 
notion that U.S. immigration policy has a long and consistent legal 
record is a common misconception. 

 Until 1929, it was not a federal crime to enter the United States 
without authorization. The invention of  “ illegal alien ”  as a category is 
a relatively recent creation of twentieth - century restrictionists. 

 Besides which, the industrialized world ’ s preoccupation with the 
legal status of migrants is only one facet of the larger picture. 

  Moving Millions  attempts to fi ll a void by following the money 
and replacing a narrow spotlight with a broader fl oodlight. My goal 
is to illuminate some of the underreported economic aspects of the 
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 INTRODUCTION  5

story — examining relationships between migration and globalization, 
as well as the constellations of enterprises that facilitate, encourage, 
and benefi t from migration, both legal and illegal. 

 Policymakers trying to address immigration issues often seem to 
be fl ailing. If they really want to affect patterns of migration, they 
need to come to terms with the globally interconnected business 
engines that promote and support it. They should question whether 
the economic policies they enact and the trade policies they pursue 
encourage migration. They also need to make fundamental choices 
about priorities — about economic needs and human rights, matters 
that transcend national boundaries. 

 In other words, immigration should be seen more as a symptom or 
a reaction to policies and conditions than as a problem. Immigration 
is a fact of life. Given the right set of circumstances, people (not to 
mention our prehuman ancestors) have always moved and always 
will. Labor migration persists for at least two main reasons. First, 
global and local businesses rely on human mobility and on ready, 
vulnerable pools of labor, often available at bargain basement prices. 
Second, successful migrants — who number among the most assertive, 
determined, and entrepreneurial people in the world — are able to 
overcome the forces and obstacles arrayed against them. It ’ s the law of 
supply and demand. Just as the drug trade feeds apparently insatiable 
appetites, overwhelming borders and policing, the world ’ s migrants as 
well as the businesses and economies that love them make sure the 
human fl ow continues. 

 It is a global system that may be called  “  coyote  capitalism. ”  Coyotes  
are human smugglers, or as professors Gilbert G. Gonzalez and 
Raul A. Fernandez described them,  “ unauthorized Mexican labor 
recruiters. ”  This neutral - sounding phrase fi lters out the legal baggage 
to arrive at a basic job description. It allows us to think of coyotes in 
economic terms rather than as fanged creatures of the underworld. 
Similarly, coyote capitalism straddles the realms of the legitimate and 
the unlawful, evoking a netherworld in which many migrants fi nd 
themselves. This is not to suggest that most migrants are smuggled, 
although many are. Coyote capitalism describes a system of interlock-
ing, dependent relationships, some  “ authorized, ”  some not. 

 It is also a system of avoidance and transference. The coyotes ’  
job is to ensure that human cargo gets from one place to another. 
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6  MOVING MILLIONS

They are shippers who take no responsibility for the consequences 
of moving freight, either at the place of departure or the destination. 
Coyote capitalism allows businesses and governments (in both devel-
oped and developing nations) to pass workers around and pass the 
buck. If your policy is to export labor, there are fewer expectations to 
create jobs. If you import workers, you can excuse yourself for devel-
oping an economy dependent on migrant labor. And if you develop 
business or trade policies that encourage people to move around in 
search of opportunities, you are only the middleman, just the coyote. 

 Across the globe, migrants commonly perform the so - called   3 - D   
jobs — labor that is dirty, dangerous, or demeaning. The migrant -
 dependent industries are the same everywhere. Many of the world ’ s 
farms, fi elds, hospitals, nursing homes, and construction sites would 
be losing enterprises if not for the work of foreign laborers. Ditto for 
hotels and restaurants, labor - intensive manufacturing, and low - skilled 
services. Armies of migrant domestic workers clean, nanny, and nurse. 
Some are victims of ruthless traffi ckers, serving masters who keep them 
in conditions of indentured servitude. 

 Although migrants are overrepresented in low - wage, lower - skilled 
work, at the opposite end of the skills spectrum, global industries 
often compete for well - trained professionals. 

 Taken together, the promise of jobs, the willingness of employers 
to hire migrants, and the calculation by migrants that leaving is better 
than staying are all powerful incentives for crossing borders — legally 
or not. Migrant incomes are lubricants for the often extensive net-
works of recruiters, traffi ckers, and smugglers who get them to their 
destinations. Industries rely on the billions of dollars migrants send 
back to their homelands. The interconnected machinery comprising 
today ’ s labor market forms a complex, global migration industry. 

 In the face of such forces, efforts to fashion rational, consistent, 
and humane migration policies have been elusive. Benjamin E. 
Johnson, director of the migrant advocacy group the Immigration 
Policy Center, eloquently summed up the conundrum:  “ We send two 
messages at our border:  ‘ Help Wanted ’  and  ‘ Keep Out, ’   ”  he told a 
congressional committee. Johnson nailed it, describing the default 
offi cial approach as  “ schizophrenia. ”  

cintro.indd   6cintro.indd   6 3/12/10   10:45:24 AM3/12/10   10:45:24 AM



 INTRODUCTION  7

 Formulating sensible policy requires rulemakers to weigh competing 
interests. But a key issue is basic: Is it possible to formulate migration 
policies that balance the labor requirements of businesses and economies 
with the needs and rights of migrant workers? Or are migrant workers 
interchangeable parts, expendable widgets whose export and import 
should be calibrated and adjusted according to our needs? 

 Other questions fl ow from those. 
 Clearly, importing nations have come to rely on migrants as inte-

gral to their labor force. But what should be done in exchange? Do 
migrant - dependent businesses or economies have obligations to the 
families, communities, and countries left behind? 

 Developed nations and companies often adopt policies — both 
domestic and global — that have the effect of promoting migration. 
Should there be checks on such strategies? 

 At the same time, less wealthy nations actually encourage their 
citizens to leave, for both political and economic purposes. Should 
more be done to encourage sustainable economies that don ’ t rely on 
the sacrifi ces that migration often entails? 

 Increasingly, businesses are forming tentative and unusual coali-
tions with immigrant advocacy groups. Who wins when partners in 
the  “ strange bedfellows ”  alliances have competing priorities? 

 Most Western countries argue over how many immigrants are too 
many. We focus on the size of the fences or the number of visas. But 
should we also pay more attention to the behavior of people importers? 
We go after human smugglers, but what about the other middlemen, 
the legal recruiters? Just as we try to monitor the importers of foreign 
food or toys, do we need to keep a closer eye on those in the people 
import business and hold them more accountable for the treatment 
of their human cargo? 

 Migration is a global phenomenon. Given that fact, how reason-
able is it for politicians to adopt national immigration policies as if 
they were the equivalent of local zoning ordinances passed with a nod 
toward placating homeowners ’  associations with a NIMBY (not in my 
backyard) mentality? 

 Policymakers need to not only make sure economic interests do 
not trump human rights; they also should recognize that migration 
does not take place in a vacuum. Besides considering the interna-
tional context, they need to reject the disease model of immigration 
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8  MOVING MILLIONS

that tries to treat it in isolation from its causes. Taking account of the 
reasons people migrate will allow them to shape humane and rational 
migration policies. 

 Careful readers will note a linguistic sensitivity about certain terms —
 in particular the use of the word  “ alien, ”  which in this sentence 
appears between quotation marks. In this regard, I need to offer a 
note about the terminology you ’ ll fi nd in this book. 

 I ’ ve grappled for years over the best way to describe people whose 
residency in a country is unlawful, either because they crossed a border 
without permission or because the legal status they once enjoyed — in 
possessing a work or student visa, for example — is no longer valid. 
Are they  “ illegal ” ?  “ Irregular ” ?  “ Unauthorized ” ? Different countries, 
bureaucracies, and advocacy groups use various terms, often laden with 
baggage and meaning. 

 What about resident noncitizens (an awkward term)? Are they 
 “ aliens ” ?  “ Immigrants ” ?  “ Migrants ” ?  “ Foreigners ” ? (When Ted Turner 
owned CNN, he banned the use of the latter word.  “ We are trying to 
eliminate the word  ‘ foreign ’  at CNN, ”  he told an interviewer.  “ We have 
done away with the  ‘ foreign ’  desk . . . we call them  ‘ international. ’   ” ) 

 The nouns  “ immigrants ”  and  “ migrants ”  suggest different stand-
ards of legitimacy.  “ Immigrant ”  usually refers to people who have 
gone through a legal process, while  “ migrant ”  describes someone 
who has merely crossed a border. 

 The various adjectives are fraught with political connotations, 
often conveying where the user stands on a continuum of attitudes 
ranging from sympathy to hostility. Many advocates of hard - line 
approaches prefer the term  “ illegal alien. ”  Rights groups — justifi ably, 
in my opinion — complain that  “ alien, ”  while legally correct, con-
jures images of extraterrestrial space beings, while  “ illegal ”  should 
more properly refer to an act, not a person. The historian Mae Ngai 
raises the existential problem in using a term that denotes  “  ‘ an 
impossible subject, ’  a person who cannot be and a problem that cannot 
be solved. ”  

 In my mind,  “ unauthorized ”  is too vague, while  “ irregular ”  
is more suited to a product than a person. There ’ s also the popular 
term  “ undocumented, ”  one I ’ ve never been comfortable using, since 
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 INTRODUCTION  9

most migrants do have some kinds of papers — even if they are forged, 
borrowed, or the wrong ones to satisfy the scrutiny needed for legal 
residency. 

 Then there ’ s the squishiness factor. The labels we try to apply 
often don ’ t stick. They can be as transitory as some of the people 
we ’ re describing.  “ Irregular ”  or  “ illegal ”  immigrants one day may 
become  “ legal ”  the next if amnesty programs come into play (as 
has happened in recent years in the United States, Spain, Ecuador, 
Mexico, the Netherlands Antilles, and Argentina). On the fl ip side, 
today ’ s legal  “ guest worker ”  might easily become tomorrow ’ s depor-
tee. (Similarly, while outside the focus of this book, the term  “ refu-
gees ”  can be a temporary designation or a description passed from one 
generation to the next.) Rejiggering national boundaries also affects 
legal status. The breakup of the Soviet Union and Czechoslovakia, 
for example, transformed millions of people from internal to interna-
tional migrants — accurately refl ecting an old slogan of migrants ’  rights 
activists along the U.S. southern frontier:  “ We didn ’ t cross the border; 
the border crossed us. ”  

 Contributing to the linguistic imprecision is the fact that many 
migrants move with the intention of returning. Not that they always 
do, but migration can be more of a fl uid than a permanent arrange-
ment. In 1993 I met Jes ú s Hern á ndez - Rocha in the small town of San 
Diego de Alejandría in the state of Jalisco, about six hundred miles 
south of the U.S./Mexico border. On his fi rst trip to the United States, 
Hern á ndez was picked up by the Border Patrol and deported. He 
tried again and made it to Los Angeles, where he spent nineteen years 
working in a meatpacking plant. He saved his money and returned to 
his hometown, where, later, he became the elected mayor. When 
I met him, he was marching at the head of the parade during  el d í a 
de los ausentes  (the day of the absent ones), honoring migrants, and he 
showed me around his house, the biggest one in town. He pulled out 
pictures of his family. One son, born in the United States, was dressed 
in uniform — that of a U.S. soldier. In his binational family, the border 
was virtually a state of mind. 

 The legal categories of migrants are situational and fungible. So 
since this book deals mainly with economic and business issues 
relating to migration, I will not dwell on the legal status of people 
who cross borders. As for my preferred terms, I choose to use  “ legal ”  
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10  MOVING MILLIONS

or  “ illegal ”  and  “ migrants. ”  They are not perfect, but they convey the 
meaning and I intend no disrespect. 

 In my own family, migrants played footsie with the law. Although they 
undoubtedly left Russian - occupied Poland at least in part because of 
deteriorating economic conditions, my male ancestors might have 
been drafted into the Russian Army had they not left illegally to avoid 
conscription. When my mother visited relatives in the Polish town of 
Zduńska Wola before World War II, her father didn ’ t accompany her, 
afraid the military would grab him. 

 For all families, migration is a delicate calculation. Are the likely 
rewards worth the risks? Will those who leave and those left behind 
be able to cope with the pains of separation? At the time we left 
England, my father ’ s mother was frail, and he feared he might never 
see her again. 

  “ I very reluctantly told my ailing mother, ”  he wrote many years 
later.  “ She replied with a saying in Yiddish —  Gey mitn rekhtn fus —
  which means  ‘ Start with the right foot. ’  That meant a lot to me. ”  

 I have no idea how many other cultures and languages have similar 
send - offs for departing relatives. I ’ m sure that Sarah Kaye ’ s benediction 
for her progeny has echoed through the millennia of human existence, 
although for many the tone is more of desperation than of hope. 

 In England not long ago, I met Alfonso Camiwet, then a fi fty - six -
 year - old Episcopal priest from the Philippines who was working in a 
private house in London caring for an elderly man suffering the dual 
symptoms of a stroke and Parkinson ’ s disease. Camiwet, a slight and 
intense man, was sending money home to his three college - age chil-
dren and worrying that his youngest, a son whom he hadn ’ t seen for 
more than six years, was getting into trouble. We talked about why so 
many Filipinos feel compelled to leave their country. His response 
was chilling. 

  “ We have a term in the Philippines:  Kapit sa patalim . There is no 
other way, ”  he said seriously. 

 I asked him to elaborate. He raised his right hand, made a fi st, 
and clutching an imaginary object, slowly pulled down as if doing a 
pull - up.  “ You hang on to a blade, ”  he explained.  “ There ’ s a knife, but 
you ’ ve got to hold it in order to hang on, to exist. ”  
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 Migration experts talk about push and pull factors. Migrants are 
aware of rags - to - riches success stories as well as hardships. The tales 
abound of the upwardly mobile immigrant — the asylum - seeker from 
Nigeria who became Ireland ’ s fi rst black mayor, the foreign - born 
immigrants who helped start one of every four U.S. technology start -
 ups over the past decade, the impoverished Chinese ballet dancer 
who became a star in Australia, and the jeweler from England who 
accomplished his modest dream of sending his children to college. 

  Moving Millions  assumes that human migration will persist no 
matter what we do to try to restrain or restrict it, particularly as the 
income gap between the haves and the have - nots continues to expand. 
Build walls, and people will go over, around, and under them. Hire 
border guards, and people will bribe them. Step up patrols, and 
migrants will fi nd alternate routes. 

 As an English schoolboy, I was taught about King Canute, the 
Danish migrant who ruled England after he and fellow Viking warriors 
seized it in the eleventh century. According to legend, Canute was 
taken to the beach, where he commanded the tide not to rise. But it 
did. The common interpretation of the tale is that it shows the arro-
gance of a foolhardy monarch. Another, more fl attering version is that 
the king, perfectly aware of his own capabilities, intended to demon-
strate the limits of power to others. 

 I don ’ t know which version of the story New York City mayor 
Michael Bloomberg had in mind when he testifi ed before a U.S. 
Senate Committee that had solicited ideas about how to restrict 
immigration:  “ You might as well sit in your beach chair and tell the 
tide not to come in, ”  said Bloomberg.         
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C H A P T E R        1    

Lures and Blinders          

 Hazleton ’ s weathered downtown has seen better days. Some 
brick - facade offi ce buildings sit empty, and even occupied stores 

at fi rst glance appear abandoned. A much - needed face - lift along the 
main drag, Broad Street, has been delayed. Wood frame houses show 
their age. But there are signs of vitality in this small Pennsylvania coal 
country town in the foothills of the Pocono Mountains. Shopping 
centers and malls have sprouted up on the town ’ s outskirts. Industrial 
parks have attracted brand - name tenants such as Amazon, Network 
Solutions, General Mills, ADM, Hilton, Cargill Meats, Offi ceMax, 
and Pillsbury. 

 And up and down the side streets, there is other evidence of a city 
in transition. 

  “ This is an Hispanic business, ”  pointed out Ana Arias as we drove 
along Diamond Avenue.  “ This is an Hispanic business, ”  she repeated 
moments later. 

 Arias, a local activist who works at Catholic Social Services, 
agreed to be my tour guide when I told her I was researching the 
politics and history of Hazleton. I had gone there to learn more 
about a place that in 2006 had made international headlines by 
passing one of the nation’s strictest anti-illegal immigration laws. 
Like many of the town ’ s arrivals over the past couple of decades, 
Arias is a native of the Dominican Republic who moved to Hazleton 
from New York City. 
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 LURES AND BLINDERS  13

 We passed La Bella Napoli on Locust Street. The pizza joint with 
the Italian name is owned by Dominicans, she told me. We turned into 
an upscale development with plush two - story homes on the outskirts 
of town.  “ This house is owned by a Dominican family. They own 
their own business, ”  she explained. 

 The infl ux of Latinos has been striking. According to the Pew 
Hispanic Center, the number of Latinos in Hazleton ’ s county, Luzerne, 
more than tripled between 2000 and 2007. Among counties with more 
than a thousand Hispanics, Luzerne has the eighth   fastest - growing 
Hispanic population in the United States. 

 The growth began slowly in the late 1980s and picked up after 
the terrorist attacks of September 2001, when the area witnessed an 
economic resurgence and a population shift. Urban Easterners, many 
of them Latinos from New York and New Jersey, found country living, 
affordable housing, and jobs. 

 Newcomers obtained work on farms and in factories such as 
Pocono Knits, Chromatex, and the meatpacking plant Cargill. Jobs 
were coming on line thanks in large part to the economic develop-
ment initiatives of Hazleton ’ s cheerily named CAN DO (Community 
Area New Development Organization), which lured businesses with 
tax breaks and low costs. The infl ux of people and businesses reversed 
a trend. The city had been in decline, a demise that began in the 
1940s after nearby coal mines began closing. Latino migrants not 
only came for jobs, they also opened up scores of businesses. Housing 
costs were cheap compared to places they had left, such as Queens 
in New York City; Victorian homes could be had for $30,000 to 
$40,000. 

  “ The economy was good, ”  Arias remembers. Her brother moved 
from New York in 1987. She and her mother followed in 1988. It was 
a boom town. People were buying and selling homes quickly.  “ You 
could put a house up for sale and two weeks later, it would be sold. ”  

 In addition to the cheap housing and available work, Arias said, 
Hazleton reminded her and other native Dominicans of their home-
land.  “ This area was quiet and pristine. It was in the mountains like 
where these people came from originally. ”  

 Amilcar Arroyo arrived in Hazleton in 1989, when only about 
twenty - fi ve Hispanic families lived in town. The urbane Peruvian 
native had been living in Miami when he spotted a newspaper ad 
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14  MOVING MILLIONS

offering free transportation to Hazleton for a farm job. He came 
north, took work packing tomatoes, and then went on to take a job in 
a textile company, followed by one in a printing fi rm. He ’ s now the 
editor of  El Mensajero  (The Messenger), a monthly Spanish - language 
tabloid newspaper, which he founded in 2003 to cater to the area ’ s 
changing population. 

 As a journalist, he not only chronicled the infl ux, he also benefi ted 
from it. His offi ce, in a Broad Street shopping mall, is comfortable. In 
2007, after building up to a readership of about twenty - fi ve thousand, he 
sold the paper to the Wilkes - Barre Publishing Co. and a group of Texas 
investors who evidently saw merit in buying a Spanish - language paper 
in a growing Spanish - language market. The Wilkes - Barre Publishing Co. 
puts out nine other publications, including the  Dallas Post.  

 Arroyo explained how migrants from New York had sold their 
homes there for twice as much as it cost them to buy comparable 
places in the Hazleton area. New arrivals, he said, paid for homes in 
cash,  “ and with the rest of the money, they opened a business. And 
what did they do? They work; they fi nd a job, and they work for 
a factory, so we ’ re talking about people who have three incomes. 
Renting house, a small business — grocery, barbershop, multiservices —
 and work in a factory. ”  

 Manuel Espinal used to deliver Budweiser beer in Brooklyn. The 
Dominican native moved to Hazleton, took a factory job at Chromatex 
(a now - defunct upholstery company), and, while working there, in 
1996, opened the Jazmin Grocery Store on downtown Wyoming 
Street. His modest shop became his life.  “ It was the fi rst Spanish store 
in town, ”  he told me proudly. He was even prouder of the fact that two 
of his three children were U.S. Marines; one was in Iraq at the time I 
visited his store.  “ Every time the phone rings . . .   ”  His voice trailed off 
without completing the sentence.  “ But it ’ s not in your hands. ”  

 Espinal said town leaders have a bias against Latinos.  “ How can 
you say these people are bad for the town when they come to work for 
twelve or fourteen hours a day? ”  he asked.  “ We ’ re doing good here. ”  

 For old - timers, the demographic shift and rapid population increase 
had changed a way of life. School enrollment had escalated. Housing 
conditions had become more crowded. 
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  “ You ’ ve got to get in the frame of mind of what we were deal-
ing with in a small town and how this was affecting our services, ”  
Hazleton ’ s outspoken mayor, Louis J. Barletta, told me over breakfast. 
Gregarious, immaculate, and distinguished in a starched white shirt, 
Barletta resembled an Italian Mitt Romney. 

 We met in the Cyber Calf restaurant on the ground fl oor of 
Hazleton ’ s tallest structure, the hundred - year - old Markle Building, 
described by its owners as a  “ wonderfully preserved 11 - story skyscraper. ”  
The landmark bears the name of a family once known for its promi-
nence in coal mining and banking. 

 Over coffee and omelets, Barletta and two of his closest associ-
ates, Joseph Yannuzzi and John Keegan, described their frustra-
tion with the town ’ s transformation. At the time of our meeting, the 
Republican mayor was running for Congress. Daily, he had breakfast 
meetings with Yannuzzi, who was the City Council president as well 
as the owner of a computer company, and Keegan, a pharmacist. 

  “ We ’ re the mayor ’ s brain trust — although he doesn ’ t know that, ”  
joked Keegan. 

 To Yannuzzi, Keegan, and Barletta, it was as if the town were 
under assault by invaders. 

  “ People were moving in; people were moving out, ”  said Barletta, 
explaining that longtime residents were constantly complaining to 
him.  “ So you had a nice home, modest home that you ’ ve taken care 
of your entire life, and all of a sudden next door all of a sudden some-
one new buys it, now there ’ s fi fteen people in the house. You call 
City Hall to complain; we ’ re sending people down for violations time 
and time again. ”  

 The character of residential neighborhoods began to change. 
  “ It was obvious, you ’ d ride down the street and see a home with 

ten [satellite] dishes, fi ve on each side, which meant that in every 
room in that house was somebody living there, as a family. That ’ s 
code violations right there, ”  added Yannuzzi. 

 As complaints mounted, Barletta said he felt compelled to act. 
 “ Believe me, I didn ’ t just wake up one day and say,  ‘ I ’ m going to start 
picking on illegal aliens. ’  This has happened over  years  of seeing what 
was happening in our neighborhoods. ”  

 What really spurred him, he said, was the crime.  “ We had more 
and more cases of incidents involving illegal aliens; our violent crime 
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was beginning to rise. We started noticing more gang activity and 
more need for a greater police presence and for more money [for law 
enforcement]. ”  

 In 2001, a fatal shooting, involving drug dealers with ties to the 
Dominican Republic, made headlines. 

 Barletta complained about immigrants getting drunk in the park 
and creating domestic disturbances. They were responsible for neighbor-
hood blight and overcrowded apartments, he said. 

  “ The fi nal straw for me was May 10, 2006. We arrested a fourteen -
 year - old for shooting a gun into a crowded playground. He was 
here illegally. That night, twenty - nine - year - old Derek Kichline 
was working on his pickup truck and was shot between the eyes by 
two individuals. ”  Two illegal immigrants were arrested in connection 
with the shooting, but the charges were later dropped for lack of 
evidence. 

 Barletta decided he needed to send a message. 
  “ Our police worked thirty - six straight hours in apprehending 

those who took Kichline ’ s life. Our police department spent over half 
of our yearly budget for overtime on that one homicide. Our over-
time in the police department was 150 percent over budget and we 
still don ’ t have enough police on the streets to handle it now. ”  

 So on July 13, 2006, at a boisterous meeting, the Hazleton City 
Council, frustrated at what they saw as Washington ’ s inaction, and led 
by Mayor Barletta wearing a bulletproof vest that he said was neces-
sary for his safety, made international headlines by adopting in effect 
its own immigration policy. Hazleton ’ s Illegal Immigration Relief Act 
Ordinance made English the offi cial city language, imposed fi nes on 
landlords for renting to illegal immigrants, and revoked business per-
mits of employers who hired them. 

 The new law put Hazleton in the forefront of a movement. For 
more than a century, the power to regulate immigration was assumed 
to be a federal prerogative. But in 2006, states, counties, and cities 
took matters into their own hands, passing hundreds of immigration 
laws. 

  “ Illegal aliens are a drain on our resources, and they are not 
welcome here, ”  Barletta warned at the time. 

 In discussing immigration, Barletta carefully sticks to issues 
involving crime and the demands put on a cash - strapped city. But 
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he has had some trouble with actual proof and hard facts. He ’ s been 
unable to document how many illegal immigrants live in Hazleton or 
their impact on city services. And while crime defi nitely increased as 
more people moved into town from big cities, in the six - year period 
between 2001 and 2006, Hazleton police identifi ed no more than 
thirty crimes involving illegal migrants. 

  “ I never say that illegal aliens commit all the crimes, ”  Barletta 
explained.  “ I never attribute all these problems to illegal aliens. What 
I do say is that the drain on this city ’ s budget, this very fragile city 
budget, affects the quality of life and our ability to protect the people 
of this community. ”  

 By the time of our conversation, Barletta had become used to 
the national limelight and sensitive to intimations of racism. He 
had been the subject of a profi le by CBS ’ s  60 Minutes . He had been 
interviewed by the  New York Times  and was a frequent CNN guest. 
But while Barletta was circumspect, choosing to focus on high -
 minded public policy issues of budgets, tax bases, city resources, 
and competition for jobs, the other members of his breakfast  “ brain 
trust ”  did not feel similarly constrained about crossing the line that 
the mayor had carefully drawn. For Yannuzzi and Keegan, cultural 
stereotypes and broad - brush descriptions were very much a part of 
the conversation. 

 Keegan suggested that many Latino migrants were prone to vio-
lence.  “ How they dealt with confl icts in their country is what they 
brought in dealing with confl icts here, and it ’ s not the way we deal 
with confl icts, ”  he said.  “ I don ’ t know if  ‘ terror ’  is the right word, but 
[it ’ s] the concern of the community because you didn ’ t bring out a 
knife and gun to settle a confl ict. ”  

 The men agreed that the new migrants had not made an effort 
to become part of community life.  “ They tried to establish their own 
Hispanic Little League, when our Little League was more than willing 
and continues to be open to every child, ”  complained Keegan. 

 Yannuzzi chimed in with his own example.  “ The fi rst thing they 
did, was they started their own Chamber of Commerce, ”  he observed. 
 “ The Latino Chamber of Commerce. I think that ’ s wrong. ”  

 In the minds of all three men, from high crime rates, to the 
disproportionate use of public resources, to the failure to assimilate, 
this wave of migration is unprecedented. And they should know. 
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Barletta ’ s grandparents came from Italy, as did Yannuzzi ’ s. Keegan ’ s 
father ’ s family was Irish. His mother ’ s was Italian. 

  “ They came here to become American, ”  said Yannuzzi.  “ They 
came here to assimilate! The grandparents spoke Italian only when 
they didn ’ t want you to know what was going on.  ‘ We ’ re in America! 
You speak English! ’  That ’ s what was told to us by my grandmother 
and all, and that was the difference. Today, they ’ re immigrating here 
for the benefi ts and I can ’ t blame them, but they ’ re looking for more 
than just the benefi ts. ”  

  “ What do you think they ’ re looking for? ”  I asked. 
  “ They ’ re looking for the programs, free medical, that kind of 

stuff, ”  he answered. 

 Such generalizations about the Hazleton area ’ s new arrivals sound as 
if they could have been uttered a century ago; in fact, they were.   

       “ Perhaps the most obvious result of the racial mixture is to be 
seen in the incapacity of the local government, and the wasteful 
administration of public funds. ”   
       “ Among the Italians, violence is more the result of quick temper 
than intoxication.  . . .  The Italians resort most often to the use of 
knives in their acts of violence. ”   
       “ The fact is there are some respected citizens in all the races 
except possibly the Italians. The average English - speaking per-
son regards all of the immigrants as purchasable, ignorant, and 
vicious in a high degree. ”   
       “ The large number of Germans in Hazleton in 1880 made it 
almost a bilingual town. Attorneys and doctors advertised their 
ability to hold consultations in either English or German. ”     

 The fi rst three quotations come from a 1911 U.S. government 
report on immigration to a town near Hazleton. The fourth is from 
a book by the historian Harold Aurand documenting life in Hazleton 
in the late nineteenth century. 

 The fact is that Hazleton is in a sense reliving its past. Present - day 
patterns of economic opportunity, ensuing migration, and the reactions 
to the infl ux of newcomers are recycled versions of old stories. 

•

•

•

•
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 As they did then and as they do now, migrants move to where they 
can fi nd jobs and opportunities. News of successes (sometimes exag-
gerated) travels through networks of families and friends, encouraging 
new settlers to take the leap and make homes in communities where 
the languages and cultures are familiar. While the consequences of 
migration (various degrees of hostility or acceptance) may vary, the 
magnet is usually the same: businesses need the labor and rely on 
warm bodies being in place at the right times and for the right costs. 
The effects on the destinations, the residents, or the migrants them-
selves are afterthoughts — if they are thoughts at all. 

 European migration to northeastern Pennsylvania propelled 
America ’ s Industrial Revolution. It followed the development in 
the early nineteenth century of new technology that turned anthra-
cite, a hot - burning coal, into the country ’ s premier source of fuel 
for factory steam engines and for the home stoves of growing urban 
populations. 

 Northeastern Pennsylvania had the world ’ s largest deposits of 
anthracite, but getting the mineral out of the ground and moving it to 
market were labor - intensive businesses requiring armies of men and 
boys who worked in construction crews and in the mines, extract-
ing, hauling, crushing, and cleaning the coal. Those were jobs for 
migrants. They poured in, many of them experienced miners from 
coal regions in England, Scotland, Wales, and the German states. 
Later, they were joined by Irish immigrants — men who had earlier 
built the canal system that connected landlocked anthracite fi elds to 
inland rivers and eastern cities. 

 By the mid - nineteenth century, the anthracite industry grew in 
importance as coal barons became railroad magnates and as anthracite -
 fueled furnaces were put to use producing rails and locomotives, 
transportation that was far more effi cient than the canals. 

 Industrialization, the demands of the Civil War, and the growth 
of the national railroad industry boosted the demand for hard coal. 
Anthracite production doubled to thirty million tons during the 
decade of the 1870s, and doubled again by the turn of the century. 
Increased production required more migrant workers. Between 1890 
and 1908, the anthracite industry added nearly fi fty thousand men. 
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 But around 1875, the composition of the workforce started to 
change. Fewer miners were coming from English - speaking and northern 
European countries. Instead they moved from southern and 
eastern Europe. They were hungrier, willing to work more cheaply, 
do more dangerous jobs, and put up with the increasingly decrepit 
conditions in the overcrowded, company - owned  “ patch towns ”  around 
the collieries. Coal mine owners sent recruiters to New York to bring in 
workers in boxcars. Some company agents went across the Atlantic to 
try to lure cheap, compliant laborers who could replace more defi ant 
union members. Poles, Lithuanians, Slavs, and Slovaks came fi rst. 
They were followed by Russians, Hungarians, Croatians, Slovenians, 
Italians, and eastern European Jews. 

 The newest arrivals were typically at the lowest rungs on the job 
ladder, relegated to the most diffi cult and hazardous work. A derisive 
U.S. government report, sympathetic to the coal operators, defended 
the practice, suggesting that the workers’ inferiority made them well 
suited for unsafe conditions.  “ The element of danger, ”  it said,  “ does 
not act deterrently upon the immigrants, as their limited imagination 
shields them from the fears which would harass a more sensitive 
class of persons in such hazardous employment. ”  

 With jobs as the magnet, over a span of two decades, the anthracite -
 producing area of Pennsylvania saw a dramatic demographic shift with 
the infl ux of nearly ninety thousand immigrants from Italy as well as 
from eastern and central Europe. In 1880, settlers from those areas 
had accounted for fewer than 2 percent of the total foreign - born 
population, but by the turn of the century, they made up 46 percent 
of all immigrants. 

 Social and ethnic confl icts fl ared. Old - timers derided the  “ fi lthy 
habits and queer languages ”  of the  “ foreigners. ”  Coal operators exacer-
bated the tensions by offering newcomers lower wages and providing 
worse housing than the fi rst arrivals, who were rising socially and 
economically. As the earlier settlers were supplanted, the patch towns 
went through a  “ startling social change, ”  as a contemporary writer put 
it. The newcomers could be  “ exploited — through company stores, 
company shanties, and other methods well understood by coal mine 
owners — in a manner that the old miners who were self - respecting 
English - speaking citizens would not have endured for a moment. . . .   
Their houses are now occupied by the newcomers from the polyglot 
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proletariat of southeastern Europe; and under the roof where one 
miner ’ s family formerly dwelt in humble decency there will now 
be found four or fi ve families huddled together after the manner of 
the slums of Polish and Hungarian towns. ”  

 It turns out that the present - day depiction of old - time Hazleton 
( “ They came here to assimilate! ” ) with  kumbaya,  well - integrated 
migrant communities, is pure fantasy. In Hazleton, the Germans 
clustered in the southeastern and northwestern sections of town, 
the Irish in the south, the English in the central and northern 
parts, the Poles and Slavs mostly on South Vine Street, the Polish 
Jews on North Church, and the Italians and Slovaks north of 
Diamond Avenue. 

  “ They all had their own churches, their own neighborhoods, their 
own social clubs, ”  explained history buff Jane Waitkus. 

 Waitkus is an English instructor at Penn State who is fascinated by 
her grandparents ’  roots — Slovakian on her father ’ s side, Lithuanian 
on her mother ’ s. I met her at her house in Mountaintop near 
Hazleton and talked about the area ’ s ethnic history as she and her 
eighty - six - year - old mother, Ann Michaels, placed silverware into nap-
kins that they folded in preparation for the wedding of Jane ’ s daughter. 
It was to be a Slovakian wedding, Ann explained, offering me a plate 
of homemade Slovakian jellied pastries called  kolachy  fi lled with 
 lekv á r , a prune jam imported from Slovakia. 

  “ Until this day, I call Sacred Heart in Plains the Irish church, 
because that ’ s the way we were brought up, ”  said Jane.  “ That was 
Irish. The Polish church was St. Peter and Paul in Plains; the Lithuanian 
church was St. Francis in Miners Mills. ”  

 Instruction in the public schools was in English, of course, but 
preschoolers generally learned their parents ’  language fi rst. 

  “ I never spoke English when I was a child, it was Lithuanian, ”  
Ann explained.  “ And I learned the other languages, too, because in 
the neighborhood, if I had friends who were Slovak or Polish and 
their mothers were baking something, I wasn ’ t gonna get any unless 
I asked in their language. Nobody spoke English. I ’ ll tell you, when I 
became a nurse, I was an interpreter in the emergency room more 
than once, because nobody could speak the languages. I could 
understand the Slovak, Russian, and Polish, and I spoke Lithuanian 
very well. ”  
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 In the latter part of the nineteenth century, ethnic divisions led 
to undisguised confl icts and hostilities. Hazleton newspapers called 
Slavs and Hungarians  “ peculiar, ”  described Hungarians as  “ an ignorant, 
immoral and fi lthy race who create disgust wherever they locate, ”  and 
labeled Italians as  “ the most disreputable. ”  

 Divisions and resentments among migrant communities were 
aggravated by working conditions and pay. Mine owners, motivated 
by the desire to maximize profi t and production, showed little regard 
for the safety of their employees, whom they could easily replace, 
since there were more workers than jobs. Tunnel explosions and 
cave - ins were common. For every one million tons of coal extracted, 
close to fi fteen workers perished on the job. 

 While cultural changes, ethnic differences, and outright racism 
often bubble to the top in immigration arguments, time and again, 
at the core of the real divide are underlying issues beyond the 
control of people they affect. When one group loses good jobs, and 
another fi nds itself in precarious straits, fi nger - pointing and power 
struggles inevitably thrust immigration issues and migrants into the 
spotlight. 

 In Hazleton, class and professional differences intensifi ed ethnic 
rivalries. Ann Michaels remembers stories told to her by family 
members who worked in the mines:  “ My brothers came in contact 
with the Irish because they were the bosses in the mines, and they 
hated them. Our people hated the Irish because they really made 
them work very hard. From what I hear, they used to come home 
and they were actually abused, and they used to call them  ‘ dirty 
Irish. ’   ”  

 Tensions rose when times were tough and had particularly tragic 
consequences in 1897, a bad year for the anthracite industry and for 
newly arrived southeastern European immigrants. 

 The nation was at the end of the  “ Long Depression, ”  and long-
time residents blamed newcomers for depressing coal miners ’  wages. 
Pennsylvania legislators came up with two laws to protect the exist-
ing workforce — both with startling parallels to Hazelton’s Illegal 
Immigration Relief Act Ordinance, which came 109 years later. 
One statute was a language test that required job applicants to 
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 “ answer intelligently and correctly at least twelve questions in 
the English language pertaining to the requirements of a practi-
cal miner. ”  Another became known as the  “ alien tax. ”  It was sup-
posed to penalize employers for hiring immigrants by requiring 
them to pay a tax of  “ three cents for each day of such foreign - born 
un - naturalized male person as may be employed. ”  In fact, the levy 
on employers became a worker tax, since bosses typically paid the 
money by garnishing the miners ’  wages. 

 For miners, the problems were piling up. Coal prices were 
low, so to save money, operators cut workers ’  wages and hours and 
stopped paying them on time. In the late summer of 1897, miners 
began staging protests. At the Audenreid Colliery, miners went on 
strike. Communities were in turmoil as miners marched from one col-
liery to another to gather support and to shut down coal mines. By 
Labor Day weekend, some ten thousand northeastern Pennsylvania 
coal miners, largely Polish, Slovak, Italian, and Lithuanian, were 
involved in protests. 

 On September 10, 1897, miners began a march with the intention 
of shutting down the mine in Lattimer, about two   and   a half miles 
northeast of Hazleton. When they got to West Hazleton, the local 
sheriff, James Martin, ordered them to disperse. Instead the miners 
agreed to take a different route, and set off, led by Steve Jurich, a 
Slovak carrying an American fl ag. 

 As three hundred to four hundred marchers approached Latti-
mer, they were met by the sheriff and his posse. Martin had deputized 
more than eighty volunteers, a force consisting mainly of profes-
sional men with English, Irish, or German backgrounds, many with 
connections to the coal operators. The posse was armed with new 
Winchester rifl es. The sheriff again ordered the marchers to disperse, 
but they refused. Shots rang out. The fi rst man killed was the fl ag 
bearer, Steve Jurich. In all, the sheriff ’ s deputies shot and killed 
fourteen Poles, four Slovaks, and one Lithuanian. As the wounded 
cried out for help, one deputy reportedly responded,  “ We ’ ll give you 
hell, not water, hunkies! ”  

 The following year, Sheriff Martin and eighty - three deputies were 
tried for murder. All the men were acquitted. 

 The site of the shooting is now an intersection in a quiet suburban 
neighborhood. A blue and gold marker put up by the Pennsylvania 
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Historical and Museum Commission describes the Lattimer Massacre 
as  “ one of the most serious acts of violence in American labor history. ”  

 During the century that followed the massacre, ethnic divisions among 
Europeans dissipated and were forgotten. Mayor Louis Barletta ’ s wife 
is of Irish descent, an intermarriage that would have been unthinkable 
fewer than a hundred years ago. 

 But the twenty-fi rst-century wave of migrants ushered in modern 
confl icts. Once again, old - timers resent the newcomers. Descendants 
of those Slavic, English, Scottish, Welsh, Irish, Italian, and Lithuanian 
mineworkers, who once engaged one another in a maelstrom of 
ethnic tumult, united in common cause in speaking out against their 
new Latino neighbors. Like a long - abandoned coal mine, Hazleton ’ s 
old vein of resentment and hostility found a new life. 

 Cycles of short memories and disassociation are stitched into the 
fabric of the immigration debate. The eighteenth - century remarks 
of one noted son of a migrant and grandson of an indentured serv-
ant imported from England serve as a poignant reminder of histori-
cal myopia. German migrants were  “ the most ignorant Stupid Sort of 
their own Nation, ”  Benjamin Franklin famously declared. 

 Despairing about the preponderance of Germans and of German 
speakers, he wrote,  “ They begin of late to make all their Bonds and 
other legal Writings in their own Language, which (though I think it 
ought not to be) are allowed good in our Courts, where the German 
Business so encreases that there is continual need of Interpreters; and 
I suppose in a few years they will be also necessary in the Assembly, 
to tell one half of our Legislators what the other half say. ”  Survival, 
said Franklin, required immigration restrictions:  “ [U]nless the stream 
of their importation could be turned from this to other colonies . . .   
they will soon so out number us, that all the advantages we have will 
not in My Opinion be able to preserve our language, and even our 
Government will become precarious. ”  

 As I fi nished the kolachys that Ann Michaels had so hospitably served, 
our conversation turned to the latest wave of migrants. We had talked 
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about intolerance toward Lithuanians and Slovaks. I wanted to know 
what she thought about Latinos. 

  “ I ’ m not saying all of them, but they ’ re certainly not morally fi t, 
believe me, ”  she said.  “ They ’ re committing crimes, and you never 
saw that, you never saw that before, and drugs and anything to make 
money. I don ’ t see them working. I ’ m not saying all of them, but they 
don ’ t have a job promised to them here when they come here illegally. 
They should go back to the old days, I ’ m telling you — make sure they 
had a sponsor if they were coming here, make sure they have a job. ”  

 Hazleton ’ s Latino leaders view the familiar denunciations with 
consternation.  “ It ’ s been happening throughout history and we haven ’ t 
learned anything, ”  said Ana Arias. 

 Amilcar Arroyo, the newspaper editor from Peru, is worried about 
the pattern continuing. 

  “ You know what will be the funny part to this one? ”  he asked 
rhetorically.  “ I hope I ’ m wrong. I say,  ‘ God tell me that I ’ m wrong. ’  
You know what ’ s going to happen? I hope not. This Hispanic people 
of the second or third generation, they will forget, so the next wave of 
immigrants to this area probably, they will have the same problems 
as I have . . .   and they will be doing the same as [they] did, the same 
generation of Irish, Italians, Polish people to this Hispanic people who 
came now. Because it ’ s like that. It ’ s a cycle. Believe me, it ’ s a cycle, 
but I hope that doesn ’ t happen. I hope so. ”  

 Modern - day restrictionists take umbrage at any suggestion that 
race or national origin shapes their view.  “ People think we ’ re after 
Hispanics, ”  Hazleton City Council president Yannuzzi explained. 
 “ We ’ re not. We ’ re after illegals. ”  

  “ People ask,  ‘ Don ’ t you have compassion for those who came 
here? ’  Of course, ”  added the mayor.  “ I would sneak into this coun-
try, too, if my family depended on it. . . .   We ’ re seeing small - town 
America, the life being taken out of it, because we don ’ t have the 
money to deal with the problem. ”  

 But legal avenues to attack the  “ problem ”  have themselves proved 
problematic. In 1898, the U.S. Supreme Court overturned Pennsylvania ’ s 
 “ alien tax, ”  affi rming a lower - court judge ’ s ruling that declared it a 
 “ hostile ”  and  “ arbitrary ”  law that discriminated against noncitizens in 
violation of the Constitution ’ s equal protection guarantees. 
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 As for Hazleton ’ s 2006 Illegal Immigration Relief Act Ordinance, 
it was struck down as unconstitutional by a district court judge. 
 “ Whatever frustrations offi cials of the City of Hazleton may feel about 
the current state of the federal immigration enforcement, the nature 
of the political system in the United States prohibits the City from 
enacting ordinances that disrupt a carefully drawn federal statutory 
scheme, ”  wrote federal judge James Munley, criticizing offi cials for 
enacting their own municipal immigration policy. As of this writing 
in December 2009, the case,  Lozano v. Hazleton , was on appeal and 
seemed destined to make its way to the U.S. Supreme Court. 

 Still standing in Hazleton law is the preeminence of English. 
The declaration did not come under legal challenge. As a result,  “ the 
English language is the offi cial language of the City of Hazleton, ”  
so no other languages shall be required in City documents, and 
Hazleton offi cials are obligated to  “ take all steps necessary to insure 
that the role of English as the common language of the City of 
Hazleton is preserved and enhanced. ”  

 Score one for Barletta, although his 2008 bid to unseat the 
twelve - term Democratic congressman Paul E. Kanjorski was less 
successful. Barletta lost by 3 percentage points, a narrow defeat he 
attributed, with a dexterous spin, to his popularity.  “ Many people tell 
me they didn ’ t want me to leave, ”  he told a reporter. 

 The Hazleton saga has an interesting coda, one in which anti -
 immigrant resolve gave way to economic pragmatism. Just eighty - fi ve 
miles to the southeast, another small town whose character also had 
been altered by an infl ux of migrants took note of the Hazleton example 
and decided to follow suit. 

 On July 26, 2006, two weeks after Hazleton enacted its immigration 
policy, a crowd of some three hundred people came to a meeting of 
the Riverside Township Council, whose members had prepared a 
copycat ordinance. The small New Jersey community had witnessed 
an infl ux of newcomers, mostly illegal migrants from Brazil, many of 
whom had moved into Riverside and surrounding areas to work in 
housing construction. Estimates of their numbers ranged between 
2,000 and 5,000, a massive and jarring adjustment in a community 
whose population the 2000 census pegged at just 7,911. 
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  “ They ’ re everywhere. There ’ s more of them than there are of 
us, ”  lifelong resident Carolyn Chamberlain told newspaper reporter 
Jennifer Moroz, who wrote a three - part series on Riverside in 2005. 
 “ Brazilians are taking over this whole town. ”  

 The immigration issue aroused such passion and interest that to 
accommodate the crowds, the hearing on the Hazleton - like ordinance 
had to be moved from Town Hall to the Riverside High School 
auditorium. The vote was preceded by screaming and shouting 
matches. Eight police offi cers — half the force — came to keep order. 
By a 5 to 0 vote, the council adopted the Riverside Township Illegal 
Immigration Relief Act, seeking to yank the licenses of businesses 
that hire illegal immigrants and to impose fi nes starting at $1,000 on 
landlords who rent or lease to them. 

 The immediate consequences were, in part, predictable. Within 
three weeks, church groups sued the township in federal court in an 
attempt to get the law overturned. Business groups that formed the 
Riverside Coalition of Business Persons and Landlords soon followed 
their lead and fi led suit in New Jersey Superior Court. 

 But as the lawsuits proceeded, the new statute remained in place, 
resulting in repercussions beyond the courthouse. News reports indi-
cated that Brazilian migrants, the ordinance ’ s intended targets, were 
leaving town by the hundreds. Business owners boarded up stores and 
residents abandoned their homes .

  “ The exodus is insane, ”  said the owner of a rental property 
vacated by immigrants.  “ People just left their lives in the trash. ”  

 With legal bills mounting, fourteen months after its passage, 
Riverside offi cials rescinded the law, which had never been enforced. 
Attorney fees had reached $82,000, costs which forced the delay of 
road - improvement projects and repairs to Town Hall. 

 The new mayor, George Conard, who had voted for the original 
ordinance, conceded that the law ’ s supporters had not fully consid-
ered its consequences.  “ I don ’ t think people knew there would be 
such an economic burden, ”  he said.  “ A lot of people did not look 
three years out. ”  

 It ’ s easy to see the moral to these stories as  “ See how much 
immigrants are needed? ”  Or,  “ See how quickly people forget their 
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own immigrant heritage? ”  Or even,  “ Locals have every right to defend 
and preserve their way of life, even at the risk of jeopardizing economic 
stability. ”  But the key lesson is about how closely immigration and 
economics are linked. Often, the public responds to immigration 
and cultural change as it does to a power plant, a prison, or a big 
new mall — NIMBY! (not in my backyard). In those cases, ensuing 
debates involve spreadsheets and calculators and determinations 
about whether gains outweigh losses. But for all the attention and 
time devoted to the immigration debate, the simple truth is that 
global migration is just a part of global trade. Developing resources, 
manufacturing, and trading commodities is sometimes a good 
idea, and sometimes it isn ’ t, but in the end, when government or 
corporate decisions help create opportunities, often people are 
moved to cross borders to take advantage of them — regardless of local 
consequences. 

 For employers throughout the developed world, migrants make 
perfect economic sense. Often they perform work that many long-
time residents will not do — at least not for the wages offered. Just as 
in the United States, where a common refrain is  “ Mexicans will do 
the jobs Americans won ’ t, ”  in the United Kingdom it is said that east-
ern Europeans will perform labor that the English won ’ t. In Poland, 
Ukrainians and Belarusians will work for wages and in conditions 
not tolerated by Poles. In Argentina, Bolivians fi ll low - paid jobs that 
Argentinians shun. 

 Global and local businesses rely on human mobility and on 
ready, vulnerable pools of labor often available at bargain basement 
prices. 

 In turn, migrant incomes are lubricants for the often extensive 
networks of recruiters, traffi ckers, and smugglers who get them to 
their destinations. Industries rely on the billions of dollars migrants 
send back to their homelands. 

 The complex and interconnected machinery and interrelated 
businesses that comprise today ’ s global market for labor has been 
called the  “ migration industry. ”  It ’ s an apt description with an implicit 
message for those concerned about  “ immigration reform. ”  That is, 
addressing migration on a piecemeal, local, or even national basis 
fl ies in the face of the obvious. The NIMBY approach favored in the 
industrialized world has no more chance of success than efforts to 
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resolve global warming by exporting coal - fueled industrial production 
from the United States to China. Destination countries are just one 
piece of the larger picture. To grapple seriously with global migra-
tion requires at the very least an understanding of why migrants leave 
home to begin with.            
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C H A P T E R        2    

Growing People
for Export          

 Along the crowded streets of the Tondo district in northwestern 
Manila, homes, small factories, and storefronts are jammed to-

gether in an urban mishmash that blends industry and squalid housing. 
For residents of the Philippine capital, Tondo is synonymous with 
slums and poverty, disease and crime. It ’ s a place where shantytown 
residents sell their kidneys and where squatters comb through garbage 
piles looking for salvageable scraps. 

 The Tondo Medical Center is a refl ection of the community ’ s 
woes. Viewers of Manila ’ s evening news often see the public hospital 
as a destination for injured gang members stabbed or shot by feud-
ing drug dealers. Driving through the gates of the shabby, two - story 
Tondo Medical Center, I thought at fi rst I ’ d come to the wrong place 
and was arriving at a run - down industrial building instead of a hospital. 

 The government facility was built in 1971, but it seems much 
older. With a two - hundred - bed capacity, it serves Manila ’ s most densely 
packed and poorest population. Hallways are dim. Equipment is aging. 
Furniture is sparse. The walls can use a paint job. 

 I had come to Tondo to learn more about the Philippine 
health care system and the people working in it. Seeing Filipinos 
in a health care setting is a normal experience for most people in 
developed countries, since the Philippines produces a third of the 
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world ’ s nurses. In Los Angeles, it ’ s surprising  not  to hear snippets 
of Tagalog, the main Philippine language, spoken by at least some 
staff members in hospitals. 

 The Philippines has come to rely on an absent workforce whose 
jobs abroad and at sea provide the wherewithal for an otherwise 
unsustainable economy. Their remittances, the hundreds of billions 
of dollars that foreign workers send home from around the world, 
are part of an international, migration - fueled economy. Think of a 
global maze of pipelines through which migration ’ s economic life-
blood fl ows, connecting wage earners at one end with families and 
communities at the other. National economies that have come to rely 
on the work of migrants, combined with the lucrative and growing 
business of remittances, a key component of the  “ migration industry, ”  
demonstrate the dynamic forces that not only propel global migration, 
but also benefi t from it. 

 In 2008, the top - ranking destination countries for remittances were 
India ( $ 45 billion), China ( $ 34.5 billion), Mexico ( $ 26.2 billion), and 
the Philippines ( $ 18.3 billion). 

 Migrant labor accounts for the Philippines ’  second - largest source 
of export revenue, after electronics. Remittances accounted for nearly 
11 percent of the GDP in 2008 and helped offset the nation ’ s grow-
ing trade defi cit.

With about 10 percent of its population working abroad, the nation 
of ninety - two million people has developed a culture of migration. 

 The government has developed a vast and profi table bureau-
cracy, the Philippine Overseas Employment Administration (POEA), 
to manage and promote migration. A business infrastructure trains, 
recruits, and markets Filipino workers the way that banana republics 
used to cultivate crops. Government offi cials and publications boast 
about the number of OFWs (Overseas Filipino Workers) that have 
been deployed. And no,  “ deployed ”  is not a typo for  “ employed. ”  The 
word  “ deploy, ”  meaning  “ to spread out strategically, ”  is very much a 
part of the offi cial game plan. 

 Each year, the Philippine president hands out Bagong Bayani 
(modern - day heroes) awards to the country ’ s  “ outstanding and exem-
plary ”  migrant workers. 
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  “ Our OFWs have contributed in no small measure to our fi nancial 
stability and economic growth, ”  said President Gloria Macapagal -
 Arroyo on Migrant Workers Day in 2005.  “ Their remittances have 
shored up our foreign exchange reserves, driven investments in the 
cities and countryside, and kept alive the hopes of millions of Filipino 
families. ”  

 Until recently, Philippine government offi cials pointedly coun-
tered the unseemly suggestion that they had actively encouraged their 
own people to leave the country. As proof, they trotted out the country ’ s 
1995 Migrant Workers Act, pointing to Section 2, paragraph (c) of the 
law:  “ The State does not promote overseas employment as a means to 
sustain economic growth and achieve national development. ”  

 But the glaringly obvious could not be ignored, and in December 
2008, as global fi nancial clouds darkened, President Macapagal - Arroyo 
issued a fi at that essentially swept aside the statute. She declared 
that  “ challenging times require out - of - the - box, not - business - as - usual 
solutions. ”  

 Despite her claim,  “ Administrative Order No. 247 ”  was most 
defi nitely not  “ out of the box. ”  The new policy merely accelerated 
a long - term practice. But the language was striking, an edict from 
the president to send her fellow countrymen and women packing. 
She directed the POEA to move  “ full blast ”  to  “ aggressively deploy 
Filipino expatriates . . .   with urgency and unbothered by institutional 
hurdles . . .   to update and expand its Rolodex on its country - contracts, 
global companies recruiting expatriate workers, international head-
hunters and manpower placement agencies with a global reach. ”  

 She declared,  “ The target shall be to increase the countries 
currently hosting Filipino workers and break through the 200 - country 
barrier, ”  referring to the fact that at the time of her order, Filipino 
workers were deployed to 198 nations. 

 The tradition of Filipino labor migration began in 1906, when 
workers left what was then a colonial outpost of the United States 
for the sugarcane and pineapple plantations in the U.S. territory of 
Hawaii. Others went to work in agriculture on America ’ s West Coast. 
The Philippine government ’ s encouragement of emigration dates 
back to the dictatorship of former president Ferdinand Marcos. In 
1974, faced with rising unemployment, political instability, and a 
stagnant economy, Marcos saw a way to export young men as contract 
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laborers in response to the rising demand for workers created by the 
oil boom in the Middle East. 

 By 2007, more than a million people a year — on average, three 
thousand Filipinos a day — were leaving the country to work abroad. 
Labor migration is such a common and expected occurrence that at 
the Ninoy Aquino International Airport, outside of Manila, one of the 
last sights departing passengers see before going through the metal 
detectors is a large, brightly   lit sign bidding farewell to migrants: 
 “ Maligayang Paglalakbay!! overseas filipino workers. ”  Translation: 
Bon voyage!! 

 Arriving at the airport, preparing to learn more about migration, 
I felt a little like someone going in the wrong direction down a one -
 way street. Most traveling American reporters know the mantra from 
editors is to fi nd a U.S. angle on a foreign story:  “ What does it mean 
for Americans ?”    And that ’ s the way the immigration issue is generally 
reported: How do immigrants affect us and our economy? But I had 
hoped to turn the telescope around, to try to get some understanding of 
what it means for the country and for the people left behind. I wanted 
to fi nd out more about why migrants were making the journeys and get 
a better understanding of the effects of their absence. 

 The subject was not completely uncharted territory for me. I had 
spoken to Filipino migrants in the United States, and had been par-
ticularly struck by an essay written by a community college student 
who had migrated from the Philippines as a teenager. He had grown 
up without his parents. 

  “ When I was born, my parents left me to my aunt in the Philippines 
because they went abroad to work, ”  he wrote.  “ As I grew, it was hard 
for me to accept that they left me, so whenever I remembered them 
I cried. When I was twelve years old, I came up with the idea of for-
getting them, and pretended to myself that I had no parents. As time 
passed, I realized that I had just forgotten them mentally, but not 
emotionally, because whenever I saw parents around me, I felt like 
crying again. ”  

 In America, the Philippines has long been the main foreign 
source for nurses. In 2004, more than fi fty thousand Filipino - trained 
RNs were working in the United States. The importation of Filipino 
health care workers is a colonial legacy. Americans began training 
Filipino nursing students in the early twentieth century. During the 
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post – World War II nursing shortage, U.S. hospitals were eager to 
attract nurses who had been trained there under the auspices of a 
U.S. - sponsored training program intended to promote goodwill 
during the Cold War. After 1965, when changed U.S. immigration 
laws overturned long-standing policies excluding Asian migrants, 
entrepreneurs set up nursing schools in the Philippines to meet the 
growing demand in the United States. 

 Between 2000 and 2007, nearly seventy - eight thousand qualifi ed 
nurses left the Philippines to work abroad, according to the government. 
The majority went to Saudi Arabia — a popular destination, not so 
much because of any deep desire to go there, migrants told me, but 
because the salaries were relatively good and immigration restrictions 
were fewer than for the United States. Some researchers have said that 
the offi cial migration statistics understate the full picture because 
many nurses move without telling the government. I had seen dis-
turbing reports suggesting that while the Philippines was producing 
nurses for export, training them to meet foreign requirements and 
pass foreign tests, it was unable to satisfy its own domestic needs. 
Nurse - patient ratios were skyrocketing, and patients were dying from 
neglect. Researchers had found that hospitals were closing as a result 
of a shortage of health care workers. But it was one thing to read 
statistics in reports and another to see them for myself. 

 On the day I visited the Tondo hospital, members of an employees 
association wearing hospital uniforms rallied in the outside courtyard, 
demanding pay raises. By American standards, the staff is grossly under-
paid. The nurses at the hospital were making about  $ 261 a month. 
No wonder they wanted to leave. In the United States, nurses on average 
earn more than fi fteen times that rate of pay. 

 Emma S. Manuel, the supervisor of the hospital ’ s radiology depart-
ment, organized the demonstration. Smartly dressed in a black pantsuit, 
she said patients were suffering as a result of too few nurses on staff. 
She said that each nurse had to care for forty to sixty patients. (By 
comparison, California law requires a nurse - patient ratio of no more 
than one to fi ve). 

  “ They ’ re suffering from overfatigue, and they can ’ t give bedside 
care, ”  Manuel said. 

CH002.indd   34CH002.indd   34 3/12/10   10:36:22 AM3/12/10   10:36:22 AM



 GROWING PEOPLE FOR EXPORT  35

 As a result, taking care of sick patients at Tondo becomes a family 
affair, she explained. 

  “ Patients must have relatives take care of them, ”  she said.  “ Relatives 
stay and buy medicines for them outside the hospital. They have to 
pay for lab tests and assist in bedside care. They have to give patients 
baths and sponge baths, clean the rooms, and change the linens. The 
nurses cannot do that, so the relatives do it. ”  

 Conscientious nurses, she said, often work extra days and long 
hours that run to twenty - four - hour shifts. They don ’ t get any more pay 
for their work, she explained, but feel obligated to their patients. 

 The problem, she and others said, is not that there ’ s an actual 
shortage of qualifi ed nurses in the Philippines, since nursing schools 
pump out a hundred thousand graduates annually. The trouble 
is that they are trained mainly for export. Domestic hospitals typi-
cally do not hire suffi cient numbers of nurses because of budget 
constraints, and those they do hire are low - paid. As a result, qual-
ifi ed nurses either go abroad or work in other fi elds. Many take 
jobs as nursing instructors, for example, where starting wages are 
about  $ 4.00 an hour, ridiculously low by American standards 
but still much higher than salaries for entry - level nurses in the 
Philippines. 

 Other staff members at the Tondo Medical Center told me they 
also were trying to make do with a shortage of doctors. Even when 
positions became available for physicians, sometimes no one applied 
for the jobs. The reason is that thousands of doctors have retrained to 
become nurses to join the medical exodus, go abroad, and earn more 
money. The average pay for doctors in the Philippines is about  $ 4,000 
a year. Thirty - seven schools offer two - year courses to retrain doctors to 
become nurses. Filipinos even have a term to describe professionals —
 doctors, pharmacists, and others — taking up nursing careers. They 
are known as  “ second - coursers. ”  Between 2000 and 2008, more than 
six thousand doctors - turned - nurses left the country. 

 The shortage of doctors places an extra burden on those who stay. 
One of the four doctors at the Tondo hospital told me that in some 
cases physicians were too busy to attend to gravely ill patients. 

  “ They perished, ”  he said. 
  “ Were the deaths preventable ?  ”  I asked. 
  “ Yes, sir, ”  he replied. 
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 Another doctor explained that at busy times, hospital staff, knowing 
patients wouldn ’ t be seen, set quotas. 

  “ We took twenty in the morning and twenty in the afternoon. Any 
more than that, ”  he said,  “ we sent them away and told them to come 
back. ”  

 To learn more about the nurse export business, I went to visit the 
Manila Doctors College, which does not, as its name implies, train 
doctors. Its actual mission is more in keeping with its advertising 
slogan:  “ We Nurse the World. ”  The private college is operated by the 
Metrobank Foundation, the philanthropic arm of the Philippines ’  
largest bank. 

 The school is set on a spacious, grandly appointed campus and is 
one of hundreds of nursing schools that have been established over 
the past twenty years to cater to the growing needs of the foreign market. 
In 2008 it had forty - two hundred students enrolled in its four - year 
nursing program. 

 Dr. Lino Reynoso, the college administrator, acknowledged that 
the reason why most students come to his institution is to get overseas 
jobs. The more prestigious Philippine nursing colleges are known for 
affi liations with overseas agencies, and the Manila Doctors College 
has a formal association with Health Care Corporation of America 
(HCCA) International, a Tennessee - based global recruiting com-
pany that, in turn, is an arm of America ’ s largest operator of for - profi t 
health facilities, Hospital Corporation of America (HCA). 

  “ Basically we use that as our marketing strategy to encourage our 
parents, ”  Reynoso said, explaining how the school tries to appeal to 
families to enroll their sons and daughters. He said that the message 
is that if the students  “ do good in college, after four years of training, 
we promise them opportunities in the United States. ”  

 The college is designed basically to be part of a colonial supply 
chain. While the curriculum is  “ Philippine - based, ”  Reynoso explained, 
 “ we improved it to cater to our expected country of deployment. . .   . 
Our textbooks are all foreign - authorized, and we have adopted our 
evaluation tools following the United States and it must be certifi ed 
by the HCCA. They look into the curriculum and they align it with 
the U.S., otherwise they would not enter into an agreement with us. ”  

 U.S. placements have not gone as planned because of a backlog 
in the United States in granting nursing visas. But Reynoso hoped that 
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would change. Sensitive to criticism that Philippine nursing schools are 
sometimes seen as breeding grounds for exportable commodities, the 
college has imposed a requirement that students work for two years at 
an affi liated Manila health center, the Doctors Hospital, before they 
sign on for an international job placement with HCCA International. 

  “ Our problem in education is  ‘ How do we instill nationalism?   ’   ”  said 
Reynoso.  “ So we begin training them:  ‘ It ’ s okay to want to go abroad, 
but once you have enough money, then come back and serve the 
country. ’   ”  

 It ’ s a token gesture. As I was escorted around the college, watch-
ing fourth - year students training on modern equipment and using 
dummies to practice techniques such as tracheotomies and cathe-
ter insertions, the ultimate goal for trainees was reinforced by signs 
posted around the classrooms:  “ Let ’ s speak English. ”  

 Watching a young man named Christopher work on his feeding 
tube skills, I asked where he was planning to go after he received his 
degree. 

  “ I love the Philippines, ”  he replied, saying he expected to stick 
around. 

 My escort, a nursing instructor, voiced skepticism as we thanked 
Christopher and walked on.  “ He ’ ll change his mind in due time, ”  she 
said. 

 Sure enough, when I interrupted a class of fi fty students and asked  
them to raise their hands if they intended to remain in the Philippines, 
not one arm went up. 

 Besides the obvious wage disparities between the Philippines and 
industrialized countries, I wanted to get an idea about what drives the 
exodus of Filipinos. Another physician, Dr. Geneve  “ Beng ”  Rivera, 
agreed to show me a vivid illustration. Rivera is secretary - general of the 
Health Alliance for Democracy, an organization of health profession-
als. Our destination was a Manila neighborhood known as Isla Puting 
Bato (White Stone Island). The idyllic - sounding name is misleading. 
Isla Puting Bato is a shantytown perched on the edge of Manila Bay. 
It ’ s a squatters ’  neighborhood that has been gradually growing since the 
1960s. Shacks, crudely assembled from scrap materials, lean up against 
each other and provide rough housing on a breakwater of the harbor. 
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Many of the huts are perched with one side resting on the breakwa-
ter and the other propped on stilts that go down into the water. Narrow 
planks over the water run between homes. Sewage runs into the bay, 
where kids swim and fi shermen try their luck. 

 The neighborhood is a densely packed area of some fi fteen 
thousand people where violent crime and communicable diseases 
thrive. Rivera ’ s group provides weekly clinics in the barrio. As we 
walked down narrow alleys between shacks on the breakwater, she 
ticked off a catalog of poverty - related ailments that health care workers 
treat:  “ upper respiratory conditions, diarrhea, coughs, pneumonia, 
and tuberculosis. ”  

 The barrio has its own economy. People sell produce, chickens, 
and fi sh from the polluted bay, containers of water, and pedicab rides 
to the nearest public transportation, nearly a mile away. Many of the 
residents are employed outside the neighborhood in menial jobs work-
ing as domestics or doing laundry. 

 Like many of her neighbors, Luzviminda Solayao and her family 
run a small business common to the community. It ’ s a garlic - peeling 
enterprise, and Solayao ’ s dry, swollen fi ngers are evidence of her 
labors in what is quite literally a cottage industry. Middlemen drop 
off sacks of garlic onions, which she and family members peel on 
a table in her shack. The garlic peeling business earns the family 
about  $ 25 a day. 

 Government offi cials refer to the three thousand families of Isla 
Puting Bato as ISPs (informal settlers in the port). But a number of 
families are not so settled. They ’ ve split up as migrants have left to 
fi nd work overseas. So far, no one from Solayao ’ s family has gone 
away, though they ’ ve had the desire. 

  “ We would, but we ’ ve got no money, ”  she said, referring to the 
cost of recruiters and visas.  “ We can ’ t afford the placement fee just to 
become a factory worker. ”  

 Not far away, in another shack, I met twenty - three - year - old Grace 
Ongutan. She and her two - year-old daughter Patricia lived with her 
sister ’ s family of fi ve. Ongutan ’ s husband was away on a ship working as a 
mechanic, one of the 266,000 seafarers the Philippines has deployed 
aboard oceangoing fl eets. She said she expected him to be gone, 
except for brief visits, for most of the next twenty - fi ve years, until he 
becomes eligible for retirement. 
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  “ We have no choice, ”  Ongutan explained.  “ He has to do it for the 
future. ”  

 Little Patricia had met her father only once, for a short time at 
the age of fi ve months, when he returned for additional training. 
Ongutan ’ s husband earns about a thousand dollars a month. He 
sends half to his parents and half to his wife. 

 In May 2009, Philippine congressman Roilo S. Golez authored legis-
lation proposing to elevate the nation ’ s migrant export policy beyond 
a presidential administrative order and enshrine it into law. Calling 
his bill  “ An Act Liberalizing and Accelerating the Processing and 
Deployment of Overseas Filipino Workers, ”  Golez bluntly declared, 
 “ Our local economy cannot adequately sustain our population growth. ”  
As a consequence, he said, migrant workers  “ form the nation ’ s 
economic edge. ”  

 Migrant rights groups were outraged.  “ Economic edge is really 
simply economic sacrifi cial lambs! ”  said Garry Martinez, chairperson 
of Migrante International, an advocacy group for migrants. 

  “ Instead of getting down to business and looking for genuine solu-
tions to the country ’ s chronic and ever - worsening crisis, such as imple-
menting a genuine land reform program and engineering a national 
industrialization program, the COWA [the House Committee on 
Overseas Filipino Workers Affairs, which gave initial approval to the 
legislation] is choosing the easier route preferred by the greedy and 
the corrupt by offering its citizens as slaves [so] that unscrupulous scal-
lywags in government and the private sector, both here and abroad, 
can pocket more money from the billions of profi t earned from 
government fees and remittances, ”  Martinez said. 

 Bombast aside, it is hard to fault the notion that governments 
of migrant - sending countries should focus more on cultivating 
sustainable economies than on the  “ Processing and Deployment ”  
of human beings. When I went to the building of the Philippines 
Overseas Employment Administration and met with Hans Leo J. 
Cacdac, the POEA ’ s deputy administrator, I posed a question that 
seemed to surprise him. 

  “ Is it a good thing to have so many people going abroad?   ”  I asked. 
 He paused for a good ten seconds before venturing a reply. 
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  “ You know what ?  I ’ m not really sure, ”  he said.  “ Er, I ’ m not really 
sure if it ’ s a good thing, so I guess that means it ’ s not necessarily a 
good thing. Let me put it that way. ”  

 Migrants ’  rights organizations have complained that institution-
alizing and relying on labor migration as a prime source of foreign 
exchange is a misguided policy. Not only does it callously break up 
families, it also reduces the incentive to press forward with mean-
ingful economic development programs that would reduce the need 
to migrate. Since the 1970s, the outfl ow of  “ modern - day heroes ”  has 
been not only a valuable economic crutch, but a political safety 
valve in a country of high unemployment and low job creation. 
Annually exporting a million of the nation’s most capable and 
ambitious citizens means there are that many fewer residents who 
might involve themselves in the nation ’ s civil affairs and politics. 

 Forty percent of the population lives on less than  $ 1 a day. The 
poverty is deepest in rural areas, where the government has failed to 
invest evenly in education, infrastructure, and health care. The poor-
est regions are in the South, in areas such as Mindanao, where armed 
confl ict has displaced thousands of families. Nationwide, while per 
capital income increased over the past fi fteen years, the benefi ts went 
mostly to the wealthier sectors, and the income gap widened. 

 In the face of such deep - rooted and seemingly intractable problems, 
it is easier to send people abroad than it would be to correct structural 
issues and redress inequality. 

 While the dependence on the income of migrant workers may 
have masked issues and bought time, it also has made the govern-
ment vulnerable. A high birth rate has meant increasing numbers 
of workers coming onto the job market at a time when the global 
economic meltdown was not only threatening jobs at home but 
also those of overseas Filipino workers. Thousands of OFWs were 
expected to return home, even as employment opportunities dried up 
in the Philippines. The government promised fi nancial assistance for 
returnees, while migrants ’  rights activists saw them as likely catalysts 
for political action. 

  “ We will call for the ouster of this government, ”  said Martinez 
of Migrante International.  “ It ’ s happened before, and it will happen 
again for sure. ”  
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 The Philippines is not alone in adopting a labor export policy 
as an economic prop. Bangladesh, Indonesia, Sri Lanka, India, and 
Vietnam also have bureaucracies that promote worker migration. 

 Just as the global economic downturn led the Philippines to more 
aggressively market workers abroad, other countries also adjusted their 
strategies. In May 2009, Bangladesh ’ s Expatriates ’  Welfare and Overseas 
Employment Ministry announced it was sending emissaries to East 
Europe and Africa, beyond the more conventional destinations for 
Bangladeshi workers,  “ in the pursuit of new labor market[s]. ”  

 As the global economy soured, the heavy reliance on foreign 
labor by developing countries was shown up as a sorry and precarious 
policy. Migrant workers, vulnerable during the best of times, found 
themselves to be among the fi rst laid off or with reduced pay. For 
migrants, even worse conditions back home meant that returning was 
not an option. 

  “ Going back to Bangladesh now would be a problem for me, ”  
Momen Bhuiyan, an out - of - work day laborer living in a shelter in 
Malaysia, told a reporter.  “ I already sold the land, I have a loan, I don ’ t 
have money to pay them back, I don ’ t have my passport. ”  And, of 
course, there were no jobs. 

 But it is too simple to place all the blame for labor export policies 
on undeveloped nations. As we shall see, much of the responsibility 
for moving millions of migrants can be traced to corporate suites and 
government centers in the industrialized world.           
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C H A P T E R        3

    Migrants in the Global 
Marketplace          

 For years, news reports have graphically documented the aftermath 
of desperate voyages by African migrants, crammed into fl imsy 

fi shing boats trying to reach beaches in southern Europe. The tens of 
thousands who made it or who were intercepted by authorities were 
the lucky ones. Thousands of others have drowned at sea. Often their 
corpses wash up on shore. For many, a mass grave in a church cemetery 
in southern Spain became their fi nal resting place. 

 Initially, the main points of departure were along the coast of 
Morocco on Africa ’ s northwest corner. But as border policing made 
it more diffi cult for migrants to leave that country, increasingly they 
turned their attention southward, at fi rst to Mauritania, then farther 
south to Senegal, Africa ’ s westernmost nation. A goal of European -
 bound Africans leaving Senegal’s beaches was to get to the Spanish -
 owned Canary Islands nine hundred miles to the northwest. Once 
there, they were technically in Spain. Without papers, it was diffi cult 
to deport them. Spain has brought thousands of African boat people 
from the Canaries to the European mainland. 

 On a beach in the coastal village of Kayar, an hour ’ s drive north of 
Dakar, the capital of Senegal, I met Biram Sarry, a thirty - four - year - old 
struggling fi sherman who had tried to adopt another vocation, smug-
gling. But things didn ’ t work out. Cocky and athletic, he had tried 
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twice unsuccessfully to take boatloads of migrants to the Canaries. In 
addition to being the ship ’ s captain, he was a would - be migrant him-
self. Both times, he and his passengers were deported. 

 Sarry told me he was aware of the risks of undertaking a four -  to   fi ve - 
 day voyage out into the Atlantic. He said many of his passengers were 
terrifi ed.  “ There were people with mental breakdowns, ”  he explained 
in his native Wolof, speaking through an interpreter.  “ Sometimes I 
had to control them and tie them until they had their minds back. But 
sometimes the boat hit things at sea. I knew that it was hitting the 
bodies of people who had died. It made a noise. I knew what it was, 
but I didn ’ t want to tell people because they would have been afraid. ”  

 Despite the dangers, Senegal ’ s migrants are treated as folk heroes. 
Most families in Senegal have at least one family member living 
abroad. In 2008, remittances they sent home accounted for an esti-
mated 8.5 percent of the nation ’ s gross domestic product. 

 I spoke to Sarry ’ s mother and to one of his three wives (Senegal 
is a Muslim nation). They were worried about his safety, but they 
expected and hoped that he would try to make the trip again. 

  “ I would really prefer that he would go by plane instead of by 
boat, ”  said Binta Gueye, Sarry ’ s mother.  “ If he ’ d go by plane, I ’ d be 
much happier. ”  

 Sarry ’ s youngest wife had a similar attitude. 
  “ I just want him to go and get some work and bring back millions 

in his new work, ”  she said, smiling as she held their baby. We stood out-
side a hut that served as a kitchen. Inside, a boy of four or fi ve watched 
over a pot cooking on a small wood fi re. 

  “ Were you disappointed when he came back? ”  I asked. 
  “ I was, ”  she replied.  “ I want him to return, but this time I want 

him to take the plane. This is what we pray for. ”  

 Decisions made by the Biram Sarrys of the world to migrate, to leave 
relatives and communities, to take risky journeys, and to cross interna-
tional borders (either lawfully or illegally) are bound up with individual 
values, shaped by cultural expectations, and guided by family needs. But 
personal calculations are not made in a vacuum. Often, migrants ’  deci-
sions are infl uenced by policies that originate in the world ’ s trade offi ces, 
executive mansions, government buildings, and fi nancial centers. 
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 Think of these powerful institutions as present - day incarnations 
of Janus, the Roman god of gates, doors, beginnings, and endings. 
In sculptures, he is depicted as having two heads or faces looking in 
opposite directions. Sometimes he is shown holding a key. As modern 
governments guard their own gates, attempting to deter migration 
with immigration police and border controls, their policies and trade 
deals often have the countervailing effect of promoting migration. 
Along the borders of the developed world, while one of the two-faced 
Janus heads presents a stern, law-and-order countenance, the more 
permissive counterpart looks the other way, dangling carrots and 
encouraging migrants to bypass sentries and seek out opportunities.

That’s the context needed to understand global labor migration. In 
an international marketplace, human mobility is as much a part of the 
economic system as   nomadic companies that hopscotch the world in 
search of low prices, strategic alliances and trade arrangements, exports 
and imports, industrialization and currency shifts. On the surface, none 
of these issues has much to do with migration. But scratch a little deeper 
and it becomes apparent that seemingly unconnected policies can 
have a direct bearing on the movement of people, albeit unintention-
ally. Nonetheless, institutions and nations — both destination as well as 
source countries — that would claim to be passive forces in global migra-
tion are, time and again through their actions, unwitting collaborators. 

 One way to appreciate Senegal ’ s migration picture is to start with a 
cooking lesson. In one pot, fry onions and fi sh. Stir in tomato paste, 
add water and rice, and bring to a boil. Then add vegetables such as 
carrots, sweet potatoes, turnips, eggplant, and cabbage. Simmer until 
done. The result is Senegal ’ s classic national dish,  thieboudienne  
(pronounced  “ cheb - oo - jen ” ). The fi sh most commonly used in the 
concoction is thiof or  Epinephelus aeneus , similar to white grouper. 

 What does thieboudienne have to do with immigration? The 
answer lies in the ingredients. 

 At the outdoor market up from the beach in Kayar, vendors display 
octopus in metal containers and thiof laid out on the concrete side-
walk. Close by, fi shermen haul in canoes used to scour the seas. As 
each colorfully painted pirogue nears the crowded shore, the men go 
to the water to push the fi shing boat up on the sand, using wooden 
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logs as rollers. Women along the beach and at the fi sh markets wait to 
process and sell what the men have caught. But the catch is getting 
increasingly meager, so the fi shing industry and local economy are in 
crisis. In 1997, there were an estimated 10,707 pirogues in Senegal ’ s 
fi shing fl eet. Eight years later, that number had been cut in half. 

  “ We have nothing to live on, ”  Astou Faye told me. Dressed in a 
brightly colored headscarf and matching dress, she had sat with other 
similarly attired women on the beach all day, but their husbands, the 
fi shermen, had provided them with few fi sh, and there had been no 
customers. 

 Faye and her friends saw one way out of their predicament: 
migration. 

  “ I had one of my sons who went and they sent him back, ”  she 
said.  “ If we fi nd some other way to put him on a boat again, we will 
do it. The men leave, because they don ’ t have a choice, there is no 
way to get enough money. ”  

 Sitting next to her, her friend Sada Diouf echoed her words. 
  “ There is nothing here at all, ”  Diouf said.  “ Our husbands try 

to make money with their fi shing boats, but it is diffi cult for them, 
because oil [for the engines] is becoming more and more expensive. 
This is another problem. ”  

 Fishing is not only a major source of employment for Senegal, it 
also is a chief source of protein for the country ’ s fast - growing and poor 
population. 

 However, 60 percent of the labor force works on the land. The 
name of the town, Kayar, refers to the area ’ s two food sources: the seas 
and the fi elds. But both fi shing and agriculture have faced tremendous 
diffi culties. 

 Kayar ’ s one paved road runs along the shore. Transportation 
around the village area is by foot or by horse and cart. I rode one out 
of town, passing cinder-block houses where most of the cooking is 
done using pots placed on open fi res. Goats wandered around pick-
ing at garbage, and children played with kites made of plastic bags. 
When I arrived at the fi fteen - acre family farm owned by Ndiaga Fall, 
president of Kayar ’ s eight - hundred - member association of vegetable 
farmers, he explained how it had become diffi cult to make a living. 

 He and his family grow eggplants, carrots, potatoes, onions, and 
tomatoes. But his techniques are crude. The crops are irrigated by 

c03.indd   45c03.indd   45 3/12/10   10:36:45 AM3/12/10   10:36:45 AM



46  MOVING MILLIONS

means of a leaky pump that brings water from an underground aquifer 
to a pond and then to handheld hoses. Weeding also is done by hand. 

 Fall explained that farmers couldn ’ t get adequate fi nancing 
to become more effi cient, and they couldn ’ t compete with foreign 
imports. 

  “ We work six months to get the products to sell, but the problem 
is the imports, ”  he said.  “ They import at the same time we ’ re growing, 
and we have problems selling our products because the imported 
products are much cheaper. ”  

 Fall said some family members and friends had left their farms in 
Senegal and crossed the seas in search of greener pastures in Europe. 
They couldn ’ t make their land in Kayar profi table or productive. 

 Senegal is a country where life is hard, and anyone wanting a bet-
ter life might try to leave. But the root causes of some of the nation ’ s 
economic woes are profound. 

 At the port of Dakar I watched as dockworkers unloaded fi fty -
 kilogram sacks of rice from a boat and loaded them onto waiting 
trucks. The scene was a snapshot of a globalized world. As Filipino 
sailors stood by, Senegalese stevedores removed Uruguayan rice from 
a Greek - owned ship operated by Seacor, a Miami - based transnational 
company. 

 At local outdoor markets, I saw sacks of rice imported from 
Thailand, and bags of onions from the Netherlands. Senegal also 
imports tomato paste from Italy. All of this brings me back to Senegal ’ s 
classic dish, thieboudienne. Besides the fi sh, Senegal produces each 
of the essential ingredients in the recipe. But the population ’ s ability 
to harvest and trade these commodities has been severely affected by 
many factors, most of which are outside their control. 

 Industrial - size trawlers from Europe, Japan, the United States, 
and elsewhere have seriously depleted the once - abundant fi sh pop-
ulation. Senegal ’ s government sold fi shing rights to the Europeans, 
and now its own fi shermen are paying the price. Their small wooden 
boats can ’ t compete with factory ships that hold up to two thousand 
tons of fi sh at a time. Foreign fl eets get millions of dollars in govern-
ment support for fuel and equipment. 

 Some of thieboudienne ’ s other ingredients are exported from coun-
tries where growers receive state subsidies. Dutch onions and Italian 
tomato paste are underwritten by their respective governments, as is 
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much of the rice from the United States. In addition, Senegalese 
farmers can ’ t compete with cheap rice that is produced industrially 
in South America and Thailand. 

  “ We are importing 80 percent of our national supply of rice, 
while we have here the conditions, all the expertise to produce even 
more than what we need, ”  lamented Hamath Sall, Senegal ’ s minister 
of agriculture. 

 The American - educated offi cial calculated that self - suffi ciency in 
rice would generate two hundred thousand Senegalese jobs. He said 
Senegal can ’ t compete with industrialized foreign farms, backed by 
much wealthier governments. 

 Between 2006 and 2008, rice farmers in higher - income economies 
received 60 percent of their rice receipts in the form of government 
subsidies. In 2008, governments comprising the thirty member states 
of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD) provided  $ 265.5 billion worth of price supports to farmers, 
an amount equal to 21 percent of their total income. About a quarter 
of those subsidies went to farmers with no requirement that they pro-
duce any commodity. 

  “ We can help lessen the price of fertilizer for our farmers and 
subsidize quality seeds, but in the European countries, they can sub-
sidize everything, ”  said Minister of Agriculture Sall.  “ Even sometimes 
they don ’ t put an area into production and receive revenue. ”  

 Senegal ’ s president, Abdoulaye Wade, also has strongly criticized 
Western - fi nanced food assistance programs, suggesting that they  “ should 
be progressively abandoned in favor of a  ‘ help to stand up policy, ’  of 
help for self - assistance. ”  

 A 2008 investigation by Laurie Garrett, a senior fellow at the 
Council on Foreign Relations, revealed that most food assistance pro-
grams support domestic farmers and shipping companies instead of 
the people most in need. 

  “ The real benefi ciaries of food aid, then, are the domestic food 
producers of Europe, Canada, the United States, and Australia and 
shipping giants like Maersk, Mitsui, and American President Lines, ”  
she wrote.  “ Genuine food aid would aim at improving the technology 
of agriculture, directly investing in small - scale farming operations in 
poor countries, provision of mechanized irrigation systems, and fair 
trade practices, ”  Garrett suggested. 
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 Senegal ’ s agriculture minister agreed.  “ Instead of actually giving 
us or throwing commodities in our countries, I believe that it ’ s more 
effi cient to help our administrations to build up these agriculture 
systems, allowing our own people to produce, ”  said Sall. 

 To be fair, doling out cash assistance to notoriously corrupt govern-
ments such as Senegal’s is an iffy proposition. Sall conceded that cor-
ruption impedes effi ciency, but he suggested it not stand in the way of 
providing his nation with the resources it desperately needs. “Of course, 
the help in the form of commodities might be useful when we are 
facing a situation of hunger or something like that. People have to 
eat, and then it ’ s useful to have the commodity, but if you put this in 
long - term perspective, it ’ s better to prevent the situation and invest 
in helping the government to set up the infrastructure necessary to 
improve the production of agriculture commodities. ”  

 The United States did provide some  $ 35 million worth of aid to 
Senegal in 2008. Of that,  $ 6.4 million was targeted for economic 
growth, which included working to  “ improve the agricultural invest-
ments sector. ”  To put those amounts into perspective, during the 
same year, Senegalese migrants abroad sent home about  $ 1 billion in 
remittances. 

 The stories from Wolof - speaking Senegalese farmers and fi sher-
men echoed the accounts in Spanish that I had heard from 
Mexican migrant farm workers in California. Besides the languages, 
only the details about the produce differed. The messages were 
the same: fi nancial and agricultural policies beyond their control had 
pushed them to migrate. Senegalese were leaving because fi shing 
and farming didn ’ t provide a living. The Mexicans told me they 
could no longer support themselves by selling the corn they grew. 
Unable to compete with cheaper produce fl ooding the market, they 
came north. 

 Many Mexican migrants followed in the footsteps of generations, 
but, beginning in the mid - nineties, three major factors helped stimulate 
the continuing exodus into the United States: an international trade 
treaty, a banking crisis, and a domestic political decision. 

 The North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) signed by 
the United States, Mexico, and Canada, which took effect on January 
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1, 1994, abolished many existing agricultural tariffs. It also devastated 
many small - scale Mexican corn producers. 

 Corn cultivation originated in Mexico some fi ve thousand years 
ago. In Mexico, corn is not just a food staple and a cultural icon, it 
also is a source of income for some two million farmers. The Mexican 
government promised that free trade would mean lower prices for 
consumers, and it pledged to provide more assistance to the farming 
industry. About 40 percent of the country ’ s agricultural land is used 
for producing corn — most of it by subsistence farmers growing on 
twelve acres or less. 

 U.S. corn producers saw the deal as a long - sought opportunity to 
penetrate the Mexican market. American growers had achieved remark-
able effi ciency using heavy machinery, chemicals, high - yield corn 
varieties, and large - scale irrigation. By contrast, 90 percent of Mexican 
farmers rely on the rain to water their corn. Much of it is on steep slopes 
in poor soil, and only 35 percent of corn farms have tractors. 

 Not surprisingly, Mexican farmers were little match for American 
corn growers, who in addition to using industrial farming techniques, 
could take advantage of U.S. government subsidies that dwarfed 
Mexican assistance to its farmers. After NAFTA broke down the doors, 
American corn producers rushed in. Within six years, exports of corn 
to Mexico from the United States increased eighteenfold. A quarter 
of all the corn consumed in Mexico was now grown in the United 
States. Corn prices tumbled, and so did the number of farm jobs. 
Hundreds of thousands of Mexican peasants were unable to live off 
the land. And even though NAFTA proponents had argued that the 
agreement would lead to a decrease in illegal migration, after 1994 
the rate increased. 

 NAFTA was not the only reason why Mexicans moved north. 
 Just after Christmas of 1994, Alan Greenspan, then chairman of the 

Federal Reserve Board, was in New York City for a few days of con-
certs and shopping with his wife, Andrea Mitchell, a correspondent 
for NBC News. Soon after they had checked in at the Stanhope, a 
posh Fifth Avenue hotel, the phone rang. On the line was Robert 
E. Rubin, a former partner in Goldman Sachs who at the time was 
serving as President Clinton ’ s chief economic adviser. 

 The problem, as Rubin told Greenspan, was Mexico. The country 
had taken a gamble, borrowed billions of dollars, mostly from Wall Street 
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investors, was in over its head, and was about to default on its debts. 
The year 1994 had not been a good one for Mexico. A candidate 
for president had been assassinated. The Mexican Army had been 
called out to put down an armed uprising of peasants in the southern 
state of Chiapas. Domestic and foreign investors, nervous about the 
political instability, had withdrawn money. As a result, the peso had 
been devalued by more than 40 percent, and Mexico, without nearly 
enough money to repay its loans, was in crisis. The need for urgent 
action derailed Greenspan ’ s plans for a cozy dinner at Le P é rigord 
with his wife, and it quickly became a consuming priority for Rubin, 
who was about to be sworn in as Treasury secretary. 

 Within two weeks, the Clinton administration, with the backing 
of congressional Republicans, put together a proposal for a  $ 40 billion 
package of loan guarantees. But popular sentiment in the United 
States was against the scheme. Critics charged that it was in real-
ity a bailout for Wall Street banks. In response, instead of going 
to Congress, Rubin, Greenspan, and his top lieutenant, Lawrence 
H. Summers, worked up a plan to tap into an emergency Treasury 
Department fund to provide Mexico with loan guarantees of  $ 20 billion. 
Canada and the International Monetary Fund agreed to pony up 
more, bringing the total to  $ 40 billion. Summers and Treasury 
offi cial David Lipton fl ew to Mexico City to visit the new president, 
Ernesto Zedillo, at his offi cial residence, Los Pinos, and explain the 
deal. There would be stiff conditions — a cap on wages, high inter-
est rates, and a loosening of rules restricting foreign ownership of 
banks, they told him. Zedillo agreed, and on February 21, 1995, 
Rubin and his Mexican counterpart, Guillermo Ortiz, signed the 
agreement in the ornate Cash Room of the Treasury Building in 
Washington, D.C. 

 The effects of the deal were staggering for lenders and borrowers. 
Citigroup (which Rubin joined after leaving the Clinton adminis-
tration) became a major Mexican creditor, then acquired Banamex, 
Mexico ’ s second - largest bank. The U.S. Treasury earned  $ 580 million 
because Mexico, eager to pay off the loan quickly, repaid it ahead of 
schedule. As Rubin, Greenspan and Summers knew, Mexico had 
swallowed a bitter pill. 

  “ Larry could be shrewd, ”  Greenspan wrote about Summers, 
who later became Clinton ’ s Treasury secretary and more recently 
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President Obama ’ s chief economic adviser.  “ It was his idea to put 
such a high interest rate on the Mexico loans that the Mexicans felt 
compelled to pay us back early. ”  

 The repayment plan coupled with the conditions extracted by 
the United States offi cials meant dire times for the people of Mexico. 
Following the loan agreement, Mexican interest rates on business, 
automobile, and farm loans, as well as on credit cards and home 
mortgages, exploded. A 2008 report by a special commission of the 
Mexican Senate summarized the painful consequences:  “ The exces-
sively high real interest rates introduced at the beginning of 1995 led 
to the bankruptcy of hundreds of thousands of companies and the 
disappearance of several million jobs. The policy recommended in 
1995 by Rubin and his colleagues and accepted by the president of 
Mexico against the counsel of his team of advisers resulted in most 
families going bankrupt and most companies falling behind in their 
loan payments.  The loss of employment and the economic collapse 
mean that beginning then, more than six million Mexicans would emi-
grate to the United States in search of employment . ”  (italics mine) 

 The commission ’ s report was clearly hyperbolic. The majority 
of Mexican families did not go bankrupt, nor did most companies 
default on their loans. It also is impossible to accurately pin specifi c 
numbers of migrants to one fateful agreement, the loan package. 
(How many people would have left Mexico anyway?) But the pointed 
conclusion reached by the Mexican senators made a clear link, one 
that is rarely discussed in the United States — namely, decisions to 
migrate are based not only on individual and personal calculations. 
In this case, public policies hatched in Washington and endorsed by 
Mexico set off a chain of events that helped launch an exodus. 

 While both NAFTA and the lending deal involved international 
participation, one other purely domestic decision by Mexico also led 
to the remarkable rise in border crossings. 

 Beginning in 1991, the Mexican government gradually dissolved 
a subsidy program known as the Compa ñ  í a Nacional de Subsistencias 
Populares (National Company for Mass Subsistence). CONASUPO, 
as it was known, was a state food distribution monopoly that operated 
food stores, offering milk, beans, corn, and other staples at affordable 
prices. It subsidized farmers and sold food at below - market prices. 
Responding to complaints about corruption and ineffi ciency, and 
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faced with pressure by major corn producers to privatize, the govern-
ment cut back on corn subsidies. On January 1, 1999, it eliminated 
them altogether. 

 With the end of the program, the migrant trail widened.  “ We 
used to sell all our crops to CONASUPO, ”  said Antonio L ó pez, a 
farm worker in Lindsay, California, explaining why he and his fam-
ily moved from their village in the southwest Mexican border state of 
Michoac á n.  “ But when CONASUPO went out of business, there was 
nowhere to sell them. We couldn ’ t compete. ”  

 Just as trade and fi nancial policies affect migration,  “ globalization ”  —
 the movement of goods, capital, ideas, and services around the 
world — also has an impact on human mobility. 

 As transnational companies rely on migrants to overcome cul-
tural, linguistic, and legal barriers, at the same time they stimulate 
migration. The phenomenal growth of the Indian high - technology 
sector provides a good example. During the run - up to the year 
2000, companies worried that what became known as the  “ Y2K ”  pro-
gramming glitch would doom computer systems worldwide. Many 
computers had not been programmed to recognize dates beyond 
December 31, 1999. Increasingly, they turned to low - cost but tech-
nically savvy Indian workers to fi x the problems. In doing so, they 
helped created a boom in information technology services and 
launched the Indian outsourcing industry. But many Indians didn ’ t 
remain in India. High - tech fi rms that became used to working with 
Indians brought them to work in places such as California ’ s Silicon 
Valley and Massachusetts ’ s Technology Highway. Instead of exporting 
work, it became convenient to import workers to the United States. 
The next logical step fueled even more migration. 

 As transnational computer companies expanded globally, they saw 
India as a natural place to establish operations. The high - tech fi rms 
turned to Indian migrants, transferring them back to their home coun-
try to help set up corporate outposts. As a report for Manpower, Inc., 
a leading global recruitment and placement fi rm, put it,  “ Companies 
like Hewlett Packard and General Electric opened operations in India 
largely because of the confi dence infused by the presence of many 
Indians working in their U.S. operations. ”  
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 With increasing numbers of fi rms operating globally, migra-
tion has become part of their competitive strategy, either by design 
or inadvertently. Expanding or contracting in response to perceived 
opportunities or downturns, transnational fi rms depend on human 
mobility, moving personnel for long -  or short - term assignments, train-
ing managers and experts in foreign countries, and relying on staff 
who can demonstrate cultural fl uidity and international experience. 

 Transnational companies move millions. Ever in search of effi cient 
and low - cost supply chains, they play off one region against another, 
consolidating, moving, outsourcing, and offshoring, opening and closing 
offi ces and factories, chasing ever - cheaper sources of labor and tax 
rates. Service and information industries set up shop anywhere and 
everywhere. Assembly plants can be re  located to wherever costs are 
low and supply is reliable. 

 Europeans call the process  “ delocalizing, ”  an antiseptic term that 
disguises its often broad consequences. Ever - shifting global supply 
chains can have the effect of creating disruption and vacuums in areas 
where work has come and gone. When the jobs evaporate, workers, 
too, will pick up and leave. By the same token, employees will move if 
they see fresh opportunities in newly industrializing areas. 

 Human migration refl ects the larger picture of international trade 
and commerce. The rapidly expanding universe of transnational 
corporations — there are about seventy - nine thousand such compa-
nies employing eighty - two million people — make international borders 
increasingly irrelevant. Fast - paced and cheaper communications com-
bined with speedy production lines, improved cargo transportation, and 
a globally interconnected banking system have all led to the expansion 
of world trade and foreign investments. In 2007, of the world ’ s hun-
dred largest economic entities, sixty - one were nations and thirty - nine 
were transnational companies. During the 2008 global fi nancial melt-
down, dominoes fell rapidly, with little regard to political boundaries.   

 A poster child for the nexus between globalization and migration is 
the textile and garment industry, whose products have traditionally 
been among the fi rst produced by newly industrialized economies. 
That ’ s been the pattern since the Industrial Revolution erupted in 
Britain in the eighteenth century and spread to Western Europe 
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and the United States. Reliant on a low - wage, vulnerable workforce, 
garment sweatshops and textile factories have traditionally been a 
magnet for migrant workers. 

 The U.S. fabric and clothing industries have long shown a pen-
chant for corporate mobility. In the 1950s textile production moved 
from the Northeast to the less industrial states of the South, where 
companies could fi nd cheaper, non - union labor. At the same time, 
retailers increasingly turned to imports from the newly industrializ-
ing countries of Singapore, Hong Kong, the Republic of Korea, and 
Taiwan, nations that relied to a great extent on migrants. As labor 
costs increased in those countries, Asian companies subcontracted to 
factories in cheaper nations — China, Sri Lanka, Thailand, Indonesia, 
and Bangladesh. In turn, U.S. manufacturers, taking advantage of 
falling trade barriers, increasingly moved production to Mexico, 
Central America, and the Caribbean Basin. 

 But with even more liberal international trade policies, quotas 
fell, and manufacturers moved out and on. Soon China, followed by 
Vietnam, became the production sources of preference. 

 In both China and Vietnam, offi cials have been trying to manage 
huge migrations of workers from rural areas to cities as jobs in urban 
centers — in a variety of industries — become available. In the past thirty 
years, China ’ s growing economy produced the largest migration in 
history, as an estimated 130 million people left the countryside to fi nd 
work in the cities. By late 2008, however, the trend went into reverse, 
with yet another mass movement of Chinese. As the global economy 
cooled and demand for consumer goods eased, thousands of factories 
closed their doors and, according to offi cial estimates, as many as 
10 million laborers returned to China ’ s countryside. 

 In the Socialist Republic of Vietnam, the rapid pace of indus-
trialization has also meant a steep increase in migration, as people 
moved from rural areas to the cities in search of jobs created by the 
 doi moi  (renovation) policy of economic development. Vietnam ’ s 
industrialization is part of a broad strategy to become an industrial 
nation by the year 2020. Since 1987, the Communist country has 
been shifting from central planning to a mixed market system that 
encourages private and foreign investment. Between 2006 and 2008, 
overseas businesses of all kinds pumped in about  $ 40 billion worth 
of investments. Textiles and apparel ranked among the nation ’ s biggest 
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earners of foreign currency, accounting for 15 percent of total exports. 
By 2008 there were more than 2,500 textile and garment businesses 
in operation, employing about two million workers. Among them 
were migrants who had poured out of the countryside into the urban 
centers of Ho Chi Minh City (formerly Saigon) and Hanoi, the 
capital. The infl ux was swelling the populations there considerably. 
According to one estimate, by 2008 the fl ow of migrants into Ho 
Chi Minh City was 430,000 per year. At that rate, the population 
of the city was expected to increase from 5.7 million people in 2004 
to 7.9 million in 2009. 

 Government offi cials were trying to carefully steer Vietnam ’ s 
industrial revolution in the right direction. 

  “ We start law for [encouraging] foreign investment in 1987, ”  
Bui Quoc Trung, the number two man at Vietnam ’ s Foreign Invest-
ment Agency, explained to me when I visited his Hanoi offi ce in 2008. 

  “ That was more than twenty years ago. We have reached very 
great achievement concerning this issue. Up until now, we have 
10,000 foreign enterprises in Vietnam, ”  he said. 

 Bui took pride in telling me that a growing number of companies 
had selected Vietnam instead of China, or had expanded to Vietnam 
from China.  “ They think that if they have investment from Viet-
nam, they get more profi t than they have investment in China. ”  

 The main reason, he acknowledged, was the wage scale.  “ Because 
we have competitive advantage, especially for our labor force. It ’ s 
more cheaper. Lower cost than in comparison with China. ”  

 Vietnamese workers, on average, earn about half as much as their 
Chinese counterparts. 

 The growth pangs of rapid urbanization are evident. Migrants 
have moved into dilapidated housing on a bank of the Red River 
in Hanoi. And hastily constructed though relatively new apartment 
blocks, intended to house growing populations, have become casual-
ties of neglect and disrepair. They resemble American public housing 
projects gone bad, with peeling paint, cracked sidewalks, and vacant 
lots with weeds where parks had been promised. 

 The economic surge has created an explosion in the number of 
motorcycles, the preferred mode of transportation. One in four Viet-
namese has one. But the motorbikes are a major contributor to Vietnam ’ s 
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worsening air pollution, and an epidemic of motorbike crashes and 
head injuries led Vietnam to pass a mandatory helmet law. 

  Ð  ă ng Nguy ê n Anh, a professor of sociology at the Vietnam 
Academy of Social Sciences, who has studied Vietnam ’ s migration, 
took me to the once - tranquil residential neighborhood of Sai Dong, a 
suburb of Hanoi. 

  “ Four to fi ve years ago, it was very quiet, ”  he said.  “ And then 
some businesses started, and people kept coming to live and stay 
for years in this area to work for the factory nearby here. ”  In a short 
period of time, the community had changed from a sleepy suburban 
area of two - story apartment buildings to a crowded mix of housing 
and commerce. Vendors attached makeshift storefronts to the build-
ings and set up shopping stalls in the streets. The water pressure was 
inadequate for the growing population, and the apartments were 
crowded with tenants from the countryside working in the adjacent 
industrial area. 

  “ The housing is problematic, ”     Ð ǎng said as we walked around the 
neighborhood.  “ Because to get cheap rent you have to share the house 
with other workers, so maybe three to four persons in one room. ”  

 In Vietnam ’ s cities, migrants can be commonly spotted doing odd 
jobs to supplement their incomes to make ends meet. They polish 
shoes outside caf é s, peddle newspapers, or work as street vendors 
selling goods from twin bamboo baskets suspended from poles slung 
over shoulders. 

 Meager wages amid an infl ation rate of nearly 23 percent, the 
highest in two decades, have drawn protests, particularly from work-
ers in the lowest - paid textile and garment sectors. There were 650 
wildcat strikes throughout the country in 2008, according to the 
government, up from 540 the previous year. Most of them occurred 
in Japanese - , Taiwanese - , and Korean - owned factories. 

 The Hanesbrands factory in the center of Vietnam is outside the city 
of Hue, in the Ph ú  Bai Industrial Park. The spacious facility is adja-
cent to an open fi eld that is part of what used to be a military airbase 
that was the site of heavy fi ghting during the Vietnam War. Concrete 
bunkers are still scattered around. In late 2008, Hanesbrands was 
paying the nine hundred garment workers at the plant an average 
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of  $ 80 per month for a six - day, forty - eight - hour workweek, which, 
managers pointed out at the time of my visit, exceeded the monthly 
minimum wage of about  $ 50. Employees get free lunches during 
thirty - minute breaks in the company canteen. Many of the workers 
stand all day at sewing machines, but those who sit, it was pointed 
out, do so in ergonomic chairs. 

 The North Carolina – based maker of such underwear brands 
as Hanes, Playtex, and Wonderbra is a globetrotting company that 
has opened up and closed factories around the world. From North 
Carolina to the Dominican Republic, from Mexico and Puerto Rico 
to Vietnam, the Hue plant was one of two Hanesbrands facilities in 
Vietnam. The company had another one, outside Hanoi, as well as 
one in Thailand and a textile factory in China. 

 Hanesbrands has put in place what the company describes as  “ a 
carefully managed facility migration process. ”  As the nomadic fi rm 
evolved its global strategy, its facilities were not the only resources 
to have migrated. Its business decisions have resulted in the movement 
of thousands of workers. 

 As it expanded in Southeast Asia, Hanesbrands closed eight plants 
in Latin America and the United States and fi red sixty - four hundred 
people. Worldwide, the company ’ s globalization strategy has resulted 
in the closing of some twenty - nine factories worldwide and the loss of 
more than three thousand North Carolina jobs since 2006 (when it 
was spun off from Sara Lee). 

 The Vietnamese employees in the Hue factory, most of them 
women in their twenties, were working in a modern, well - lit, air -
 conditioned factory, sewing men ’ s briefs, stuffi ng them into plastic 
bags, and boxing them to be shipped to the United States for sale. 
Working in teams, each wore a colored smock with his or her work 
title in bold capital English - language type sewn onto the back of 
the uniform: sewing operator, supervisor, supervisor helper, 
instructor. For 50 percent of the employees, these were their fi rst 
factory jobs. Previously they had worked on farms, making subsist-
ence wages. 

 Plant offi cials introduced me to sewing operator Tran Thi My 
Nang, a shy eighteen - year - old who told me that her life had been 
changed because of the factory job. She took me to her family home, 
where she lives with her parents and brother. The modest house is 
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on the outskirts of Hue in a rural area. They have running water for 
drinking and use well water for washing. The family grows rice on 
a small plot of land, but unable to provide for themselves, had sent 
Tran at age sixteen down south to Ho Chi Minh City to live with 
an uncle. She worked long and hard hours in his tailor shop as a 
seamstress, sending all the money she earned back home. But when 
Hanesbrands opened its Hue factory, she was able to return home and 
was glad to do so. 

  “ It was diffi cult in the South working such long hours — from six 
or seven in the morning until six or eight at night, ”  she said.  “ Now I 
feel more comfortable, working only eight hours a day. ”  

 The jobs created by Hanesbrands have prompted migration. Just as 
Tran Thi My Nang returned home from south Vietnam, other employ-
ees moved away from farms to fi nd work at the company’s plants. But 
I wondered about Hanesbrands ’ s long - term plans. Its record of commit-
ment was spotty. Might its workers have to move again? Hanesbrands 
has shuttered factories throughout the Western Hemisphere. 

 I put the question to Javier Chacon, Hanesbrands ’ s Bangkok -
 based vice president for Asian apparel operations. Chacon himself 
is from the Dominican Republic, where the company closed three 
factories in 2007. 

  “ At what point does Vietnam become unaffordable for you? ”  I asked. 
  “ Not for a long time, ”  he said.  “ We have been doing this in other 

countries as well, and so far we see that we stay a very long time in 
communities that we set up operations. ”  

 I pressed the point.  “ But at some point, might you be reassess-
ing and moving on to another country where the labor costs are 
cheaper? ”  

  “ Twenty, thirty years from now, probably, ”  he acknowledged.  “ We 
cannot say  ‘ never. ’  But we usually stay for a relatively long time in the 
communities where we establish operations. ”  

 In the meantime, he said, Vietnam was providing the company 
with what it needed.  “ Vietnam has a good labor force, a good labor 
cost, a good infrastructure, and good energy costs, and it is conven-
ient for our fabric location in China in terms of fl ow and logistics, ”  
Chacon explained. 

 Taxes were another draw. A Hue provincial offi cial told me that 
Hanesbrands, which had become the area ’ s largest employer, would 
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pay no taxes for the fi rst four years, followed by 50 percent of the 
normal corporate tax for nine subsequent years. 

  “ Our supply chain strategy is very simple, ”  explained Richard A. 
Noll, Hanesbrands ’ s chief executive offi cer and board chairman.  “ It ’ s to 
balance it equally across hemispheres between the Western Hemisphere 
and Asia. ”  Even though the vast majority of the company ’ s workers 
are overseas, 90 percent of its sales are in the United States — mostly 
through big box stores Wal - Mart and Target. According to Noll, the 
wage rates in Asia are a half to a third of the pay in Central America. 

 The company ’ s approach  “ has been consistent for many decades, ”  
he said.  “ It ’ s to always operate in the lowest - cost places that we can 
that allows us to use the cost advantage to invest in our brand, invest 
in innovation, and keep prices low for our consumers. ”  

 The veteran CEO has been well rewarded for the strategy, with a 
2008 compensation package of  $ 9,280,711, including stock options. 
Based on their respective 2008 pay rates, it would take the average 
worker in his Hue factory 806 years to earn what Noll made in a 
single month. 

 Noll believes that both Hanesbrands and the Vietnamese benefi t 
from the relationship. 

  “ As you look at the places we go and we operate, as industrializa-
tion is taking hold and we ’ re able to bring jobs to those localities so 
that they can get their economic engines going, actually I think on a 
worldwide basis, when you take a view across all boundaries, you ’ re 
helping a lot of people raise their standard of living, which is good for 
all of us, ”  Noll said. 

 Unsurprisingly, that view is not shared by former Hanesbrands work-
ers in the United States or in Mexico. 

  “ I don ’ t even buy their products anymore, ”  Willie Hill, a former 
factory worker, told me in Winston - Salem, Hanesbrands ’ s head-
quarters town. 

  “ I don ’ t either, ”  added her friend Barbara Plater. Both were vet-
eran Hanesbrands employees whom I met in a state unemployment 
center. Ironically the offi ce was housed in a building that had been 
used and abandoned by Hanesbrands. 
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  “ I don ’ t let my family buy Hanes. Nobody. I ’ m like — we don ’ t do 
Hanes anymore. Anything but Hanes, ”  said Plater, visibly upset at the 
layoffs. 

  “ There was a lot of anger at fi rst, then we ’ ve moved through 
depression, ”  explained job counselor Anne Cannon.  “ Fear is out 
there, too. . . .   It ’ s an evolving economy; it ’ s a changing economy; 
and there are people who are having the ground fall out from 
under them. ”  

 Farther to the south, I visited workers who had been laid off from 
Hanesbrands factories in Mexico. There I discovered to my surprise 
that the fi rm ’ s global strategy had resulted in even more migration, 
but this time across an international border. 

 My meeting took place in the industrial town of Monclova, 
125 miles south of the Texas border. Hanes had operated three factories 
in the area but closed them in 2004 and 2006 as it shifted production 
to Haiti and Central America. Because of the closures, some fi ve 
thousand workers lost their jobs. 

 I went to a small house that serves as an offi ce for Servicio 
Desarrollo y Paz (Service, Development, and Peace), or SEDEPAC. 
The organization was founded in 1983 to organize the predominantly 
female workforce in foreign - owned manufacturing and assembly plants 
along the border — factories known as  maquiladoras.  SEDEPAC ’ s 
founder, Betty Robles, who worked at one of the factories, said that at 
fi rst the main issues were low wages and objectionable working con-
ditions. Workers complained that production lines were speeded up 
unreasonably and that women had to take monthly pregnancy tests. 
If they were found to be pregnant, they were fi red. When Hanes-
brands announced plans to close the factories, organizers switched 
their focus. With the support of sympathetic organizations in the 
United States, they tried to keep the Hanesbrands facilities open but 
lost the campaign. 

 Half a dozen other women in the room told me their stories, asking 
me not to use their names. 

  “ When the factory closed, my husband got  $ 3,000 in severance 
pay, ”  one explained. She said there were no jobs in town, so he 
decided to put the money to good use.  “ He needed  $ 2,000 to pay 
a  coyote  [human smuggler] to get across the border. I couldn ’ t go 
because I needed to stay with my children, so he went by himself. ”  

c03.indd   60c03.indd   60 3/12/10   10:36:50 AM3/12/10   10:36:50 AM



 MIGRANTS IN THE GLOBAL MARKETPLACE  61

  “ My husband went to San Antonio when the plant closed down, ”  
another woman said.  “ When he calls me, I ask him where he works. 
He stands on a street corner and asks people if they need workers 
and he goes with them. He sends me  $ 50 a week. He lives with other 
men, also from Monclova. ”  

 Each woman sitting around the room told a similar tale. Hanes-
brands had unwittingly underwritten an exodus. 

  “ I believe that about 40 percent of the people who worked in the 
factories migrated to the United States, ”  said Robles. 

 Their stories of separation were heartbreaking. Neither the jobs 
nor the men, apparently, were returning. 

  “ My husband is in Alabama working for a construction com-
pany that installs roofs, ”  said a woman in the corner, the mother of 
two girls — one seven, the other eleven.  “ He sends money every two 
weeks. But he married another woman. That ’ s one of the problems. 
The men go, and fi nd Americans, and we ’ re alone. ”  

  “ He says he has no money. He has to pay rent, ”  said another 
woman about her absent husband.  “ I don ’ t know if that ’ s the truth or 
if he ’ s lying. But the problem is with our children. They can ’ t forget 
that their father isn ’ t with us. My older daughter — she talks on the 
phone with her father, and he tells her that he ’ s coming back. ”  

  “ Does she believe him? ”  I asked. 
  “ Yes, ”  she answered.  “ Because he says he ’ ll return. ”  
  “ Do you believe him? ”  
  “ No, I don ’ t, ”  she said. And she laughed.   
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C H A P T E R        4    

Switching Course: 
Reversals of Fortune          

 Leaving Ireland in the mid - nineteenth century was not only a 
quest for a better life; it also was a bid for survival. 
  “ The quays are crowded every day with the peasantry from all 

quarters of the country, who are emigrating to America, ”  reported the 
 Cork Examiner  in 1847.  “ When a ship is put on the berth here, she 
is fi lled in a day or two, and the agents say if they had 100 ships, they 
would not be suffi cient to meet the demand. ”  

 In the decade spanning 1845 and 1855, more than two million 
Irish people went abroad, a number equal to a quarter of the popula-
tion before the migration. 

  “ Each day brings with it its own horrors, ”  wrote one correspondent. 
 “ The mind recoils from the contemplation of the scenes we are com-
pelled to witness every hour . . . .  Each day — each hour produces its 
own victims — Holocausts offered at the shrine of political economy. ”  

 The immediate cause of the horror was  Phytophthora infestans , 
more commonly known as potato blight. Potatoes were susceptible to 
disease, so when the fungus struck, it ravaged crops, blackening them, 
turning the vegetables into rotting, stinking plants. Since potatoes were 
practically the only food for much of the population, the result of the 
blight was widespread famine. As many as 1.5 million people died from 
starvation and disease. 
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 Although it played a central role in the Irish exodus,  Phytophthora 
infestans  is just one part of the story. Irish migration in the nineteenth 
century was profoundly affected by political and economic decisions —
 just as it has been for more contemporary migration into and, more 
recently, out of the Emerald Isle. 

 During the famine, Ireland was a colonial outpost of England. 
Much of the land was owned by absentee landlords and was cultivated 
by Irish peasants who produced grain and meat for export to a rapidly 
industrializing England. Catholics were not allowed to buy land, 
so as their population grew, they divided the acreage they owned or 
leased into smaller and smaller plots. Since potatoes were easy to 
grow in small areas and could feed large families, Irish peasants came 
to depend on the vegetables as a subsistence crop. 

  “ The potato blight was unavoidable, but the Great Famine was 
largely the result of Ireland ’ s colonial status and grossly inequita-
ble social system, ”  according to the historian Kerby A. Miller.  “ The 
continued exportation of Ireland ’ s grain, cattle, and other foodstuff 
to feed British markets while the Irish perished from hunger was an 
especially poignant example of Ireland ’ s political and economic sub-
servience to British interests. ”  

 The escape, mostly to America, was often perilous. Tens of thou-
sands died of communicable diseases such as typhus, cholera, and 
dysentery at sea aboard what came to be known as  “ coffi n ships. ”  

 In Ireland today, more than a dozen memorials commemo-
rate the famine and its consequences. In Murrisk in County Mayo, 
a bronze sculpture of a three - masted ship contains representations 
of human skeletons. On the Dublin Docklands, a group of statues, 
one of a scraggly dog, the others of seven painfully gaunt people — one 
being carried over the shoulders of another — represents Irish famine 
victims walking toward a ship. The display haunts a walkway in 
the fi nancial district along the Liffey River. There is probably no 
better symbol of the old and the new Ireland than the emaciated 
fi gures of poverty and powerlessness juxtaposed with the imposing 
building across the street from where they stand — the glimmering, 
eleven - story, International Financial Services Centre. 

 As Ireland ’ s fortunes changed, its migration picture also ebbed 
and fl owed. Even after the nineteenth - century famine subsided, Irish 
emigration continued, and the population continued its decline. 
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Up until 1961, more people were leaving Ireland than were entering 
or being born. For most of the 1980s, unemployment hovered around 
16 percent. Limited economic opportunities offered few incentives for 
Irish people to remain in the country, and emigration continued. 

 However, the tide was turning. After Ireland joined the European 
Economic Community in 1973, the stage was set for migration pat-
terns to change. E.U. membership made Ireland eligible for subsidies 
and provided it the opportunity to step out of the shadow of England. 
Foreign companies saw possibilities and began investing in the 
country. 

 During the 1990s, Ireland unleashed the  “ Celtic Tiger. ”  Generous 
tax benefi ts, relatively low wages, and an educated, English - speaking 
workforce lured computer, medical technology, and pharmaceutical 
companies eager to expand. Companies such as IBM, Lotus, Microsoft, 
and Bausch  &  Lomb set up shop. As Ireland put more money into 
its infrastructure and educational system, multinationals seeking to 
expand to Europe in an era of prosperity saw Ireland as a useful plat-
form. Foreign investments multiplied twenty - fi ve fold, leaping from 
 $ 1.1 billion in 1993 to  $ 25.5 billion by 2000. American companies, 
in particular Intel Corporation, Microsoft, Dell, Hewlett - Packard, 
Motorola, and IBM, established Irish operations, as did nine of the 
world ’ s top ten pharmaceutical companies. Between 1995 and 2000, 
the Irish economy grew by more than 9 percent a year, twice the 
annual growth rate during the previous fi ve years. 

 The foreign investments helped alter long - standing migration 
patterns. Along with the infl ux of money came an infl ow of people. 
By 1996, Ireland had turned a corner: more people came into the 
country than left it. A large number were natives of Ireland returning 
as the luck of the Irish reversed course. 

 A country known for exporting its people became a country work-
ers wanted to move to. 

 Pat Phelan had studied engineering in Ireland, but in the early 1980s, 
with no job prospects, he got a job as a butcher instead.  “ I hated it, ”  
he said. 

 Phelan went to London, where he found work managing a pub. 
Eventually he became a cook. As the economy improved in Ireland, 
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he returned to his native Cork, where, in 1994, he was hired as the 
chef at the Taste of Thailand restaurant on Bridge Street. But unable 
to attract workers for low - wage restaurant jobs, he found himself 
working almost around the clock. With more attractive alternatives, 
Irish people who had not  “ taken the big plunge for the gold - paved 
streets of New York or Boston, ”  as he put it, just weren ’ t interested in 
taking low - paying work in the restaurant. 

 To brush up on Thai cuisine, Phelan had attended a cooking 
class in Bangkok. On the way back from Thailand in transit at the 
Kuala Lumpur airport, Phelan fortuitously met an Irishman who 
owned a Malaysian recruitment agency. The two came up with a 
plan to address Phelan ’ s needs. 

 Back in Cork, he convinced his boss, the restaurateur Jim Ryan, 
to go into the recruitment business with him. The two started a com-
pany, PR Recruitment, and began importing workers from South Asia 
in partnership with Phelan ’ s newfound colleague in Malaysia. Other 
eateries also were interested in what Phelan and Ryan had to offer. 

  “ We went to an employer and we said,  ‘ How many people do you 
need? ’ ” he remembered.  “ And it was not one, but ten.  ‘ I need kitchen 
workers, chefs, waiters. ’  We showed as many CVs as we could fi nd. 
 ‘ Would you like this guy? Read the CV. ’  Apply for a work permit, and 
we have the guy in ten weeks. ”  

 A business was launched. Phelan and his partners brought in 
Bangladeshis, Pakistanis, Indians, and Malaysians to work in the Irish 
hospitality industry. They were among the fi rst waves of migrants 
brought in to ride the Celtic Tiger. 

  “ What happened to them? ”  I wondered. 
  “ They ’ re all still here, ”  Phelan said.  “ They all stayed and became 

Irish citizens. Their sons and daughters are in school. It was like the Irish 
who went to America. They went too far to come home. ”  

 Over the next few years, Irish prosperity created a massive ripple 
effect — a spectacular real estate boom, particularly in housing. 

  “ The Celtic Tiger is back, or if not the tiger, perhaps the Celtic 
Panther, ”  the  Irish Times  reported enthusiastically in 2004. 

  “ It is a bit of a downer to see the roads dug up, ”  the Bank of 
Ireland ’ s chief economist, Dan McLaughlin, told the paper.  “ But I 
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think sometimes we lose sight of the fact that it is a golden age of 
construction. ”  

 In ten years, building industry revenues multiplied threefold. 
The number of construction industry jobs doubled to two hundred 
thousand. The pace of home building was frenetic. Ireland ’ s growth 
in housing construction surpassed all other Western European 
countries. 

 As Conn  Ó  Mu í neach á in, a broadcaster and former computer 
programmer in Ennis, County Clare, told me, the Irish people are 
obsessed with homeownership. 

  “ This is probably a legacy from the days when we didn ’ t own our 
property or own land, but paid money to absentee landlords for the 
pleasure of living on their patch of ground, ”  said  Ó  Mu í neach á in, 
who has an English - language morning radio program and a regular 
Irish - language podcast.  “ And I think as a result of that, Irish people 
have always had this fascination or this special love for property and 
so we had a housing and construction boom. ”  

   As Irish expatriates returned home, immigration to Ireland 
also climbed. By 2006, nearly 15 percent of all Irish residents 
were foreigners. The largest numbers of ex  pats were Brits who had 
migrated west. The second - largest category was Polish nationals. 
Since Poland and Ireland both belong to the European Economic 
Area, passports are basically irrelevant, and people who are citizens 
of any of its thirty member countries can work in one another’s   
nations freely, so offi cial census fi gures are unreliable. The 2006 
census counted 63,100 Poles in the country, but there were likely 
two or three times as many living there. Migrants hailed from 
188 countries. Behind the United Kingdom and Poland as chief 
home countries for Irish foreigners were immigrants from Lithuania, 
Nigeria, Latvia, the United States, China, Germany, the Philippines, 
and France. 

 Immigration changed the face of Ireland dramatically and rapidly. 
From dim sum in Dublin to curry in Cork, restaurants and grocery 
stores allow migrants to savor familiar items from home and provide 
Irish natives the opportunity to expand their horizons. The hip, tour-
ist - packed Temple Bar district south of the Liffey River in Dublin 
offers a wide array of international cuisine and cosmopolitan night-
spots along its cobbled streets. Not far away, off Parnell Street, migrant 
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workers take packages to a shipping company to send goods home to 
Nigeria, the Philippines, Malaysia, and elsewhere. 

 Poles can buy Okocim beer in Polish bars, fi nd kielbasa sausages 
in specialty grocery stores, listen to Polish - language radio stations, or 
read magazines in their native language. 

 In Cashel in County Tipperary, I met three Polish migrants in 
their mid - twenties who had left Bydgoszcz in northern Poland to take 
jobs in the Irish service and hospitality sectors. They were college 
graduates who decided they could earn more in Ireland than they 
might have in Poland. 

 Kryzysztof Matuszevski was working as a chef at the Rock House 
Restaurant, which prides itself on  “ traditional Irish food. ”  Posters for 
Guinness beer, hurling (similar to fi eld hockey), and Gaelic football 
decorated the dining area. Matuszevski, who came without any previ-
ous cooking experience and who told me that his favorite Irish dish is 
chicken curry ( € 9.95 on the menu — with basmati rice), said he could 
make the equivalent of  $ 600 to  $ 750 in a good week. In Poland, it 
would have taken him a month to earn the same amount. 

 His friends Dominika Rydwelska and Malgorzata Tuzylak came 
together from Poland and lived in a fl at above a shoe store. Both 
women were college graduates who worked in Cashel as shop assistants. 
Their goal was to stay for a couple of years, save money, return to Poland, 
and buy homes. 

 Our conversation was interrupted by a brief Internet chat on 
Skype that Rydwelska had with her mother back home. It was an almost 
daily ritual that she said made living so far from friends and relatives 
less diffi cult. 

  “ It ’ s hard to live in a different country, even if you know English. 
Even if you have good money here, and everything is fi ne, it ’ s still 
not your country, ”  she said.  “ The food and everything is different, 
and people, mentality and everything. In your country, you ’ re like at 
home, you know. You feel relaxed and everything. ”  

 By the autumn of 2008 when I met the three young Poles, the 
economy was changing quickly. If the tiger had morphed into a pan-
ther in 2004, as the  Irish Times  put it, four years later it had mutated 
into a purring pussycat. 

  “ The money was cheap. Interest rates were low; banks were 
shoveling money out to people, ”  explained Neil Prendeville, a Cork 
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radio personality and developer.  “ Developers were building housing 
estate after housing estate after housing estate. Labor was cheap. 
They built too many houses. ”  

 The collapse of the housing market and the onset of Ireland ’ s 
recession preceded the U.S. economic crisis by several months. 
 “ We had our time in the sun. And we spent like drunken sailors, ”  
Prendeville said, offering a pithy analysis, not only of Ireland ’ s eco-
nomic misfortunes, but also of the developed world ’ s.  “ We thought 
that every day was going to be a glory day. ”  

 Instead, Ireland ’ s glory was fading. By 2008, unemployment was 
rising, foreign businesses were packing up and leaving, and construc-
tion was sagging. The lousy economic picture was refl ected in the 
migration numbers. 

 Immigration into Ireland had peaked. 
 Fewer and fewer migrants were moving in, and more and more 

people were going abroad. As many as a hundred thousand left Ireland 
in 2008, and a survey by a recruitment fi rm indicated that a third of 
the Polish population in Ireland was planning on returning to Poland 
within the next year. Once again, investment decisions and economic 
policies had profoundly affected migration patterns. 

 In late 2008, as construction workers in Cashel put the fi nishing 
touches on a new Tesco supermarket, site supervisor Kevin Carroll, 
wearing a yellow hard hat, walked around the entrance to the park-
ing lot measuring the dimensions of a newly installed and still drying 
cement curb. The project was one bright spot in a declining economy. 
The supermarket would create about eighty retail jobs. But Carroll ’ s 
own employment was in jeopardy. His employer, Sisk Contractors, 
Ireland ’ s largest construction fi rm, had announced a 7.3 percent drop 
in profi ts and had laid off 10 percent of its workforce. Carroll worked 
out of the Sisk offi ce in Limerick, which had taken a disproportionate 
share of the cuts. 

  “ This time last year, we had 102 staff in Limerick, workers on the 
ground, company engineers, surveyors, foremen, site agents, and a 
contracts manager. Now we ’ ve only got 62 at the moment, ”  he said. 

 With only a few weeks left to go on the job, Carroll was fully 
expecting to be laid off, a prediction that came true by Christmas. 
His solution, he said before losing the job, was a ticket out of Ireland. 
 “ I ’ d probably go to Dubai or the UAE or somewhere like that, ”  he 
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conjectured, not anticipating that only one year later, the real estate 
bubble in the United Arab Emirates would also burst. 

 In Cork, plumber ’ s apprentice Ruair í  O’Callaghan also was fi nish-
ing up a job and expecting to follow some of his construction worker 
friends out of the country. 

  “ I know a lot of people who have gone to Australia, which seems 
to be the big destination now at the moment, ”  he said.  “ A lot of peo-
ple are heading for London, trying to get a job. ”  Things had slowed 
down in the British economy, but many construction workers were 
trying to get work at sites where building was taking place in prepara-
tion for the 2012 Olympics. 

 To commentator Conn  Ó  Mu í neach á in, Irish history was being 
repeated. 

  “ It ’ s the revival of a traditional cycle, ”  he said.  “ Irish people have 
been immigrating into the United States since the mid - nineteenth 
century. And that came to almost a complete halt, and indeed many 
of my friends and relatives who would have lived and worked in the 
United States, many of those came home in the mid -  to late nineties, 
and now we ’ re looking at a situation in which Irish people are once 
again talking about going to work abroad. ”  

  Ó  Mu í neach á in had worked for eight years as a software engineer 
at Dell Computer in Limerick. The American manufacturer had 
established its Irish presence in 1990 to take advantage of the cheap 
labor pool and low corporate tax rates. 

  “ Products were being built in Limerick, Ireland, and then being 
shipped to the United States. So I guess you could say they were 
American jobs that had been exported to Ireland, ”     Ó  Mu í neach á in 
observed. Dell eventually became the country ’ s second - largest 
employer. 

 As a Dell employee,  Ó  Mu í neach á in had a front - row seat to 
unfolding preparations for even more job migration as the fi rm 
moved farther afi eld. One of the biggest projects for many of his 
colleagues was to set up a lower - cost operation. The company was 
reducing the workforce at its three Irish facilities and preparing to 
open up a new one abroad. His coworkers were being asked to plan 
their own demise. 

  “ Where was the fourth one going to be? ”  was the question he said 
needed to be resolved.  “ Somewhere in Eastern Europe. And there 
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were a lot of people who were in Limerick at the time to select and 
build and set up and start that manufacturing facility in Europe built 
outside of Ireland, which was built in  Ł  ó d ź , in Poland. ”  

 In a January 2009 press statement, Dell announced its much -
 anticipated decision to  “ release ”  nineteen hundred Limerick employees 
over a twelve - month period and shift operations to its new plant in 
Poland. 

  “ This is a diffi cult decision, but the right one for Dell to become 
even more competitive, and deliver greater value to customers in the 
region, ”  said Sean Corkery, vice president of operations for EMEA — a 
common corporate acronym for a marketing area comprising Europe, 
the Middle East, and Africa. 

 The exodus was picking up steam.  “ A lot of my friends went back 
to Poland because all the constructions over here are nearly fi nished, ”  
explained Paulina Mieroslawska, manager of the Gospoda Polska res-
taurant in Dublin.  “ Plenty of people in this kind of business went 
back. ”  

 As the lateral journeys of Irish and Poles illustrate, far from all the 
world ’ s migrants move from desperately poor countries to wealthy 
ones. While it is true that most migrant workers on the globe are low -
 skilled, it is also a fact that just about the same number of migrants 
move from one developing country to another ( “ south - to - south, ”  in 
the vernacular of development experts) as migrate between devel-
oped nations ( “ north - to - north ” ). As the recent histories of Ireland and 
Poland indicate, the old distinctions between  “ countries of origin ”  
and  “ countries of departure ”  have become more and more vague. 
Most labor migration takes place within regions, and countries such 
as Ireland, Poland, Italy, Spain, Malaysia, South Korea, and Thailand, 
which once saw legions of citizens going abroad in search of work, have 
themselves turned into employment destinations for migrants. The fl ows 
turn this way and that, depending on changes in laws, incentives, as 
well as global fi nancial conditions — circumstances that affect the 
fl ow of money and the building or closing of factories. 

 In the case of Ireland, as fortunes there declined, the luck of 
the Poles was ascending. Dell Computer was just one example. In 
January 2008, Dell opened a sprawling nine - acre manufacturing 
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facility in  Ł  ó dź  , Poland ’ s third - largest city, in the center of the country. 
The fi rm ’ s namesake, CEO Michael Dell, fl ew out for an opening 
ceremony. 

  “ As we saw our Central and Eastern European businesses grow, 
we knew we needed a manufacturing base here to maintain our 
ambition for the region, ”  he told employees and Polish dignitaries 
assembled for the ribbon - cutting.  “ Our operations in  Ł  ó dź   mean we 
can maintain this momentum and offer a superior service to custom-
ers. ”  The factory, built at a cost of almost  $ 300 million, was expected 
to eventually employ three thousand people. 

 Since the end of World War II, Poland ’ s history has been 
characterized by waves of mass migrations — in the main, Poles 
moving out. After the war, the re  jiggering of Poland ’ s borders resulted 
in the resettlement of millions of people. During the 1950s, thousands 
of ethnic Germans living in Poland moved to the Federal Republic of 
Germany. In 1968, as many as twenty - fi ve thousand Jews left the 
country in reaction to anti - Semitism. During the rise and suppres-
sion of the Solidarnośći (Solidarity) anti - Communist movement at 
the beginning of the 1980s, another quarter of a million Poles left the 
country. 

 Since the collapse of the Soviet empire in 1989 and the emer-
gence of a market economy, Poland ’ s migration picture has been 
in a state of fl ux. After the fall of communism, Poland, like former 
Soviet republics, liberalized its travel policies. Many workers 
headed out of the country to fi nd low - wage jobs in Western Europe. 
High unemployment during the late 1990s and early 2000s pushed 
out more emigrants. When Poland joined the European Union in 
2004, Poles were able to legally move west to fi nd work. At least two 
million of them emigrated,   mostly to the Republic of Ireland and 
England. 

 Exact numbers are impossible to come by since so much of 
the migration was under the radar and because many migrants often 
traveled back and forth. By 2006, British offi cials had counted 229,000 
Poles living in the United Kingdom, although unoffi cial estimates put 
the number at closer to 600,000. The  Times  of London reported that 
 “ the word Pole has become shorthand for cheap, reliable worker. ”  As a 
result largely of Polish migration, according to a 2007 study, Catholics 
were found to outnumber Anglicans in Great Britain — a fi rst since 
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the Protestant Reformation of the sixteenth century. The Church of 
England protested that the numbers were infl ated. 

 But another church, the English - speaking Roman Catholic parish 
in Warsaw, had been experiencing the fl ip side of Poland ’ s migration 
story. The collapse of Polish communism, followed by the country ’ s 
membership in the European Union (what the Europeans grandly 
and quasi - religiously refer to as  “ ascension ” ), meant good news for its 
membership fi gures. 

 The Sunday I visited, the two - story church was packed for Mass — a 
refl ection of the increase of English   speakers living and working in 
the Polish capital. 

  “ If you go on the streets of Warsaw today, you can see a more 
cosmopolitan city, ”  explained Wieslaw Dawidowski, a priest.  “ If you 
see our parish, for example, you see we have people from all over 
the world, right? So Poland is now facing a new face of the European 
Union.   . . . Usually, we are used to the fact that many Poles left 
Poland looking for a job in England or Ireland, right? And here, we 
have people who left their countries to work in Poland. For various 
reasons, perhaps for bigger money, but they left their country. ”  

 At a secular venue, Jimmy Bradley ’ s Irish Bar in the heart of 
Warsaw, patrons were watching rugby matches on big - screen televi-
sions. I met Cathel Moynihan, who had arrived the day before from 
Dublin. 

  “ I ’ m a qualifi ed bricklayer, ”  he told me.  “ I was working for a 
company there for fi ve or six years and there was no more work left 
over there. ”  A friend pointed him to a job in a stone quarry outside 
Warsaw, and he was ready to start. He ’ d earn less money, but Poland 
was a cheaper place to live. 

  “ It ’ s a small drop. Not that big of a drop. In Euros you ’ re talking 
losing maybe  € 200 in a week, but it ’ s much cheaper to live here. I ’ ll 
probably be gaining more here than I would be at home. ”  

 Poland ’ s entry into the European Union opened a door for for-
eign businesses, which sped through. A  Who ’ s Who  of transnational 
fi rms set up operations. Manufacturers, including Bridgestone, Sharp, 
and Toyota, opened factories. General Electric, Samsung, IBM, 
Motorola, and Siemens started research and development centers. 
Other companies, such as Accenture and Shell, established outsourc-
ing and business service locations. 
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 Encouraging the growth were generous corporate tax breaks from 
the Polish government, which established fourteen special economic 
zones. To sweeten the pot, offi cials baited companies with subsidies 
from the European Union. Dell received nearly  $ 74 million, just 
about a quarter of the cost of its plant in  Ł  ó d ź . 

 Poland ’ s boosters tout the combination of an educated workforce 
and low wages. Despite many outward signs of prosperity, Poland 
is still very much a developing nation. The average salary is about 
 $ 17,000 a year. 

  “ Poland ’ s employment costs are among the lowest in all of Europe, ”  
crowed the Polish Information and Foreign Investment Agency.  “ The 
country ’ s wage costs are not only less than those of Western Europe, 
but also lower than those of Slovenia, Estonia, Slovakia, the Czech 
Republic, Hungary, and Latvia. ”  

 One area that had attracted businesses and was seeing returning 
and new migrants was   Ł  ó dź   . This once - depressed city has witnessed 
a noticeable transformation. Old brick factories that prior to 1990 
marked the area ’ s prominence as a center for the apparel industry are 
being converted to other uses. Textile and clothing companies have 
moved to Asia. In their place are such transnational fi rms as Gillette, 
DHL, Dell, and Sonoco. They moved in, hired locals, lured back 
Polish ex - pats, and brought in foreigners. 

 In  Ł  ó d ź  I met business executives who explained the importance 
of Poland to their international operations.  “ Our overall strategy is 
about moving the tactical jobs from people being located all around 
the places in Europe, in North America, ”  said Arkadiusz Rochowczyk, 
who runs a purchasing division of the Dutch electronics giant Philips. 
The company has been moving operations from Western to Eastern 
Europe since 1991. On one fl oor of an offi ce building, some fi fty 
buyers sat at computer terminals, scouring the globe for deals on equip-
ment and services the company needed. Their purchases total about 
 $ 300 million a year. 

  “ I think the wage difference is of importance here, ”  said Rocho-
wczyk, explaining why Philips had moved to Poland from the West. 
 “ We are talking probably the difference between annually €  40,000 
to  € 50,000 in West Europe to  € 15,000 to  € 20,000 annually here in 
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Poland, which is a signifi cant delta, ”  he said. (In U.S. terms, the buyers 
were earning  $ 21,000 to  $ 28,000 a year.) 

 In addition to the attraction of lower wages, Philips ’ s move to 
 Ł  ó dź   was motivated by a  $ 4 million package of benefi ts in the form 
of subsidies and tax reductions from the Polish government. 

 Between 2005 and 2008, foreign investors sank more than  $ 67 billion 
into Poland. During the same time period, the country ’ s economy 
grew by about 5.3 percent a year — outpacing the European Union ’ s 
average annual growth rate. Poland ’ s unemployment was cut in half. 
And even though wages were low by U.S. standards, between 2007 
and 2008, salaries increased by 6 percent. Growth slowed by the end 
of 2008 and into 2009, but still was better than European countries 
whose economies were contracting. 

 Paul Jack moved his wife and teenage daughter from outside 
Dublin to  Ł  ó d ź  in 2007, as opportunities faded in Ireland and increased 
in Poland. He ’ d grown up in the printing industry, but, as he tells it, the 
business virtually died out in Ireland. Even the vaunted Guinness brew-
ery, which used to print its own beer bottle labels in Dublin, moved its 
printing operations overseas. Jack, a quiet - spoken forty - fi ve - year - old, said 
the move had been diffi cult.  “ It ’ s been quite traumatic, ”  he said.  “ But 
really it was essential for me if I wished to stay within this industry. ”  

 Jack worked as a technical manager for Amcor, an Australian -
 owned packaging company that has shifted production from Western 
to Eastern Europe. It opened up three separate plants in  Ł  ó d ź , print-
ing plastic bags for snack foods. 

 Amcor executives told me the wages there were about a third of 
what they were paying for comparable work in Western Europe. In 
addition, the tax rate was unbeatable. 

  “ Here, in the special economic zone, we have no taxes, ”  said 
Cezary Wojciechowski, who ran Amcor ’ s Polish operations. Wojciechowski 
explained that in return, the company had to commit to stay in the area 
until at least 2017. 

  Ł  ó d ź  mayor Jerzy Kropiwnicki took much of the credit for the 
city ’ s resurgence and for the unemployment rate, which plunged 
between 2002, the year he came into offi ce, and 2008. 

  “ In six years, from 21 to 6.5 percent. It ’ s enormous, I think, ”  he 
told me as we sat in his offi ce in the city hall on Piotrkowska Street, 
a three - mile revitalized thoroughfare.  “ And today, our unemployment 
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rate is less than the national average and is lower, much lower than 
the regional one, so we transformed from the black hole of Poland 
and of the region to the machinery of development for the region and 
very soon, also for Poland. ”  

 The Polish resurgence made the country an attractive destination 
for returnees. In 2008, Poland Street, a British organization of Polish 
ex - pats, started organizing conferences in the United Kingdom with 
representatives of twelve Polish cities to prepare returning Poles for 
 “ re - immigration. ”  

 Recognizing a trend, and eager to attract a needed and talented 
labor pool of Polish exiles, in 2008 the Polish prime minister ’ s offi ce 
hired Pawe ł  Kaczmarczyk of the University of Warsaw ’ s Centre of 
Migration Research as a consultant to help design a plan to reach out 
to the Polish diaspora. 

  “ We are going to provide migrants, people who are staying abroad, 
with reliable information covering all the information important to 
them, issues related to [Polish] social security, to the taxes system, 
labor market, family issues, all kind of issues you can imagine, ”  
Kaczmarczyk told me.  “ There will be kind of a guidebook, a booklet 
distributed in Ireland, in the United Kingdom, and other important 
destination countries. And also there will be a Web site for migrants 
containing all this information, but additionally it will be interactive. 
We assume that all migrants will have a chance to ask questions, to 
chat with Polish politicians and experts. ”  

 The Internet site, titled in Polish   “ Masz PLan na powr ó t? ”   (You 
have a PLan to return? [ “ PL ”  is the common abbreviation for Poland]) 
was cofi nanced by the Polish government and the European Union. 
Its logo is a depiction of a large white stork, ubiquitous in Poland, 
landing in a large nest built of twigs. 

 Attempts by Polish authorities to lure back migrants refl ect a broader 
trend among governments to better manage migration according to 
perceived economic needs. However, managed or selective migration 
is far from an exact science. Needs change. Walls, fences, and doors 
are imperfect. 

 The politics of migration control are inevitable land mines, 
particularly since the requirements of policymakers are likely to trump 
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the rights and aspirations of migrants. At the same time, recent history 
has proven just how fi ckle the economics of migration also can be. 

 On a trip to Sweden in 2007, I met Sten Andersson, an earthy 
former merchant marine who had won election to the town council 
of Malm ö , a port city in the South. Andersson had earned a reputa-
tion as a racist for his attacks on Sweden ’ s generous and welcoming 
approach to migrants. 

  “ I don ’ t know why there are more immigrant criminals, ”  he told 
me, trucking out a timeworn antimigrant shibboleth.  “ Many people 
say it ’ s because that ’ s what they did before they come here, but that ’ s 
not something we can prove. A lot of the drug trade in Sweden is 
handled by foreigners. ”  

 I asked him what he would do about the growing number of 
migrants being admitted to the nation. Sweden being Sweden, where, 
by U.S. standards, many conservatives would be considered raving 
leftists, Andersson ’ s proposed  “ solution ”  seemed tame and ever so 
Scandinavian. 

  “ We should pay them to leave, ”  he suggested. 
 Sweden has not adopted that policy, but as the global fi nancial 

crisis sent unemployment rates soaring, other developed nations did 
get out their own fi nancial brooms. In late 2008 and early 2009, the 
Czech Republic, Spain, and Japan all launched programs to pay 
immigrant workers to go home. 

 The Czech Republic offered  € 500 per worker ( $ 700) plus the 
cost of tickets home. Japan said it would pay temporary workers from 
Latin America whose ancestors were of Japanese origin  ¥ 300,000 
( $ 3,200) to return, while Spain was the most generous, tendering 
€  14,000 ( $ 19,600) to every migrant laborer who pledged not to come 
back for three years. 

 Only a year earlier, Spain, a nation that had been making deals 
with African nations to send migrant workers, was paying for them to 
return, an emblem of the delicate dynamics of migration — situational 
and subject to quick reversal. 

 The  Wall Street Journal  mused about the wisdom of a fi ckle 
migration policy.  “ Critics also wonder what will happen when the 
fi nancial crisis abates, re - opening the labor market gaps that led 
the Czech Republic and its aging workforce to recruit foreigners in the 
fi rst place. ”  The critics were unnamed. 
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 One answer came from Demetrios Papademetriou, a veteran 
immigration expert who heads the Migration Policy Institute in 
Washington.  “ In many of these countries, you see a form of buy-
er ’ s remorse, ”  he said.  “ But they ’ re going to need some of these 
workers again. ”                   
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C H A P T E R                  5    

Recruitment Agencies 
and Body Shops          

 Rene Urbano arrived before dawn at the U.S. consulate in
 Monterrey, a gritty industrial city in northeastern Mexico. Clad 

in a black polo shirt and jeans to match, topped by a baseball cap 
with a brown camoufl age design, and carrying a canvas bag slung 
over his right shoulder, the stocky entrepreneur strode briskly through 
the plaza outside the concrete building. A group of about thirty men 
gathered around him as he took roll, handed out instruction sheets, 
and explained the plans for the day. Zulma Medellin, his business 
partner, stood nearby holding on to the stack of passports she had col-
lected from the men earlier. Working with agents throughout Mexico 
and with a U.S. placement fi rm, Urbano and Medellin run a com-
pany, Asesores Consulares Integrales (Complete Consular Advisers), 
that recruits temporary laborers, mainly farm workers, and sends them 
off to jobs across the border. 

 The men listened attentively to Urbano, who took on the role of 
team coach, describing consular procedures and encouraging them 
to work hard for their American employers. By nightfall, his recruits 
would be boarding buses that would take them to farms in the southern 
United States. 

 The laborers had left their homes to spend the night in housing 
that Urbano and Medellin had arranged for them near the consulate. 
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The recruiters ’  task now was to hand their clients ’  documents to consular 
offi cials, then wait for most of the day as the men went inside to be 
photographed, fi ngerprinted, questioned, and, if everything checked 
out, eventually issued temporary work visas. By early evening the two 
would make sure the men were on their way to the border checkpoint 
at Laredo, heading to job destinations in North Carolina. 

 Before he started his own recruitment company, Urbano worked 
as a migrant farm laborer himself, picking cucumbers. These men, he 
said, had worked mostly in orange groves in the northeastern state of 
Tamaulipas. He and his colleagues had recruited them by going into 
the fi elds and promising them legal jobs in the United States. Many 
had worked illegally previously, but Urbano offered an alternative. 

  “ They were having too many problems, ”  he said. Instead, they can 
 “ go there for six or seven months, bring back $6,000, $7,000, and the 
next year go back. They ’ re going to be preferred workers because 
the employers are going to ask for them. ”  Business, he said, was picking 
up.  “ Last year we send in like two thousand workers, and this year 
we’re going to send like four thousand workers, ”  he exclaimed enthu-
siastically as his recruits lined up outside the consulate, waiting to go 
through security and, from there, to the various stations manned by 
consular offi cials. 

 Similar scenes play out throughout the world ’ s human export 
centers and help form the machinery of migration. On the spectrum 
of respectability and legality, recruitment and transportation net-
works range from publicly traded global companies on the one end 
(the focus of this chapter), to clandestine smuggling operations (the 
subject of chapter  6 ) on the other. But whether they are licensed 
 “ headhunters, ”  recruiters, staffi ng agencies, placement services, or 
illegal  “ snakeheads ”  and  coyotes  (human smugglers), the business is 
essentially the same: to procure and deliver migrants. 

 With as many as fi fteen thousand fi rms, global recruitment enter-
prises comprise a multibillion - dollar - a - year industry. They include 
publicly traded companies that dominate the market — among 
them Manpower, Inc., Adecco of Switzerland, and the Dutch giant 
Randstad. Private recruiters are widespread in Asia, where sending 
nations have put in place government regulations designed to over-
see the industry and protect departing migrants. Companies have to 
be licensed, registered, and bonded, and are supposed to follow rules 
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concerning salaries and fees. In 2007, Sri Lanka had 691 licensed 
agencies, a fourfold increase in two decades. The numbers were 
similar in Bangladesh. In India, the Offi ce of the Protector General 
of Emigrants had registered 1,887 recruiting agents by the end of 
2008. And in Pakistan, the government ’ s Bureau of Emigration 
and Overseas Employment had published its list of 2,532 Licensed 
Overseas Employment Promoters, or OEPs, as they are known. 

 In the Philippines, competition among 1,363 registered recruit-
ment agencies is intense. Much of it plays out in southern Manila 
along Mabini Street, a crowded thoroughfare that has become a job 
bazaar for overseas recruitment agencies. On a recent visit, it seemed 
as if the world was hiring. Along the road, three - wheeled pedicabs 
and small, colorful jeepney buses made up much of the street traffi c. 
On the sidewalks, peddlers selling wristwatches, packages of Viagra, 
SIM cards for cell phones, and  “ dates ”  with  “ boom - boom ”  women 
hustled Western tourists. But the real action was inside the offi ce 
buildings, which were crowded with job applicants. Companies 
with such names as Job Lane, Ample Laborpool, Al - Masiya Overseas 
Placement Agency, GreenGate Manpower Services, and Creative 
Artists Placement Services, advertised  “ Jobs Worldwide ”  and plastered 
their windows with signs in large block letters offering a wide vari-
ety of positions: machinist, auto painter, farm laborer, flower 
arranger, tailor, diesel mechanic, steel fabricator, dental 
technician, carpenter, tanker driver, graphic designer, and 
on and on. One company ’ s six - foot - long sign touted a government 
award for  “ deploying the highest number of professional overseas 
Filipino workers. ”  Many of the posted jobs spelled out  “ KSA ”  — the 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. Fewer were in Australia and New Zealand 
but hardly any in the United States, where legal entry is much more 
of a challenge. 

 Along Mabini Street, even the recruiters have recruiters. As he 
left one of the agencies, a man told me that the company paid him 
a fi nder ’ s fee of $200 for each worker he brought in who could be 
placed. 

 The recruitment industry is notorious for kickbacks, extravagant 
fees, and lax enforcement. In May 2009, the Philippine government 
admitted that twenty - nine thousand arrest warrants were outstanding 
against illegal recruiters, suspected of charging high fees and promising 
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jobs that didn ’ t exist. Stories of abuse and corruption are familiar ones 
in a business with a long and checkered history. 

 John Lawson Burnett of Alabama may have been short in stature, but 
he carried a huge grudge. After his death in 1919, a fellow U.S. 
congressman eulogized him as a champion of the doctrine  “ America 
for Americans, ”  a man who  “ awakened [the] consciousness of millions 
of Americans to the menace of the unassimilated mob. ”  Burnett, a 
staunch advocate of a literacy test for immigrants, had been chair-
man of the House Committee on Immigration and Naturalization. 
During a 1912 committee hearing on immigration restrictions, Burnett 
recounted a conversation with a coal operator in northeastern Alabama, 
the area Burnett represented. 

  “ I said to him,  ‘ What is the best laborer in the coal mines? ’  And 
he said,  ‘ Welsh is about the best, and next the Scotch, the Irish, the 
English, and the Germans. ’   ”  

 This line of conversation was common for the times. The period 
of mass migration from Europe had kindled a virtual obsession among 
restrictionist politicians and their enablers in the pseudoscientifi c 
eugenics movement who were fanatical about cataloging the relative 
and what they considered innate abilities of ethnic and racial groups. 

  “ What is the poorest? ”  the chairman remembered asking the 
mine owner. 

  “ The dagos, ”  was the reply. 
 The Alabama congressman expressed surprise. 
  “ Worse than the Negro? ”  he pressed.  “ Yes, ”  replied the coal oper-

ator, explaining that even so, he would prefer to hire Italians than 
Negroes. 

 Burnett was confused.  “ Then why do you want the Italian? ”  he 
asked. 

 The preference was a matter of pure economics.  “ For the purpose 
of regulating the price, not the quantity, ”  the businessman explained. 

 A fellow committee member understood immediately why Italian 
immigrants were a better value.  “ The padrone system, ”  clarifi ed 
Congressman William G. Brown of West Virginia. 

 The padrone system was a corrupt practice in which international 
networks of recruiters, placement agents, bankers, contractors, and 
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subcontractors traffi cked in Italian immigrants, turning most of them 
into indentured laborers. The system fl ourished after the Civil War, 
when American industries needed a supply of workers to sustain 
production. In 1864, Congress had obligingly passed the Act to 
Encourage Immigration, allowing employers to require migrant 
workers to  “ pledge the wages of their labor ”  for up to a year to  “ repay 
the expenses of emigration. ”  Even though the law was repealed four 
years later, abusive practices of private recruitment and placement 
agencies continued for decades. 

 In 1890, congressional investigator Victor L. Ricketts described 
the padrone system as  “ probably the worst evil connected with our 
modern immigration. ”  

  “ Twenty - seven thousand Italian immigrants were landed at New 
York last year, and probably two - thirds of them are subject to a bond-
age almost as pernicious as the African slave system that prevailed 
in the Southern states thirty years ago, ”  Ricketts told a newspaper 
reporter. 

 As the padrone (master, landlord) received requests from rail-
road fi rms, construction companies, or other employers of unskilled 
labor for men, he put in orders with recruiters in southern Italy. 
Paid by the head, their job was to round up peasants for whom the 
promised wage of $1.00 a day seemed a fortune compared to their 
accustomed daily pay of $0.20. The padroni made money in various 
and insidious ways. They received commissions on the steamship 
tickets they sold to immigrants. They boarded the newcomers at exor-
bitant prices, overcharged them for food, got a percentage of their 
wages, and forced them to deposit their earnings with unlicensed 
 “ banks. ”  These  “ padrone banks, ”  often operating out of grocery stores, 
beer saloons, and lodging houses, nonetheless had impressive names 
such as Banca Roma or Banca Italiana. Record - keeping was sloppy; 
deposits were often  “ lost, ”  and fees for routine services, remittances to 
Italy, and occasional bail also were excessive. 

 The padrone system was not confi ned to Italians. It also was used 
by Armenians, Turks, and Greeks. Over time, the system died out. As 
immigrants adapted to U.S. customs and language, they no longer 
had to rely on the cruelty of strangers. 

 While the padrone arrangement was a particularly odious practice, 
U.S. immigration history is bound up with the active recruitment of 
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migrants, a practice dating back to the colonial era when businesses 
advertised in Europe their growing need for workmen and artisans. 
In the early nineteenth century, construction fi rms sent agents to 
Europe hoping to attract canal builders. 

 At the end of the century, U.S. railway companies and farmers 
seeking cheap labor looked south, to Mexico. They developed a system 
known as  el enganche  (the hooking), in which labor contractors along 
the U.S. side of the border paid commissions to agents in Mexico 
( enganchadores ) to procure hundreds of thousands of Mexican workers. 
Like the padroni, the contractors often made their money by renting 
housing in labor camps to migrants and charging them infl ated prices 
for food and supplies. 

 Recruitment of migrant workers during the nineteenth century 
provided the English language with colorful expressions. In the garment 
business, the widespread use of contracted labor was referred to as the 
sweating system. The middlemen were known as sweaters because 
they made their profi ts by sweating the difference between what they 
earned from contractors and what they paid their workers. Sweatshops 
were the places where the work was done. In China, fl esh peddlers 
abducted people from the streets to be used as laborers in colonies in 
Southeast Asia, South Africa, Cuba, Australia, and Canada. Those 
tricked into working were said to have been Shanghaied. 

 Over the past century, various U.S. government programs authorized 
the use of temporary foreign employees, often referred to as “guest 
workers.” (It ’ s a term that strikes me as an oxymoron.) Early programs 
were adopted to address wartime complaints by the agricultural 
industry about worker shortages. Between 1917 and 1921, tens of 
thousands of Mexican workers came to work in sugar beet and cot-
ton fi elds. Some twenty years later, under the bracero program 
begun during World War II and lasting until 1964, some 4.6 million 
Mexican laborers worked on U.S. farms. Controversy over the program 
persists. Some forty - fi ve years after it ended, former braceros and their 
survivors were still trying to collect money deducted from workers ’  
paychecks as incentives for them to return to Mexico. The funds were 
deposited in savings accounts in Mexican banks but never returned to 
the workers. 
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 In 1952, the Immigration and Nationality Act established 
categories for  “ nonimmigrant ”  workers coming to the country tempo-
rarily to perform both agricultural and nonfarm work. By 2008, the 
government was issuing fi fteen categories of temporary work visas, 
including  “ specialty workers, ”  farm laborers, nurses, internationally 
recognized athletes, entertainment groups, and people with religious 
occupations. 

 Between 2004 and 2008, American employers imported 1.4 million 
workers from abroad on  “ nonimmigrant visas. ”  Just about every legal 
occupational category was represented — from bank vice presidents 
and accountants to teachers, shrimpers, nannies, and fashion models. 
About half of the temporary workers were in the H - 1B category of 
 “ specialty ”  occupations such as computer programming and engi-
neering; the others held H - 2A visas for farm work and H - 2B visas for 
other blue - collar labor in forestry, seafood processing, landscaping, 
construction, and other nonagricultural industries. 

 All of the programs have come in for criticism. U.S. high - tech 
workers in particular have charged that H - 1B visa holders take jobs 
from Americans and undercut U.S. wages. For employers of H - 1B 
workers, the bar is low, since there is no independent certifi cation, 
audit, or requirement for companies to prove they are meeting respon-
sibilities to pay prevailing wages. Companies need only  attest  that  “ the 
importation of the foreign worker will not adversely affect the wages 
and working conditions of U.S. workers. ”  In addition, according to 
the U.S. Department of Labor,  “ H - 1B workers may be hired even 
when a qualifi ed U.S. worker wants the job, and a U.S. worker can 
be displaced from the job in favor of the foreign worker. ”  

 When the U.S. Government Accountability Offi ce (GAO), the 
investigative arm of Congress, examined the H - 1B program in 2006, 
it found that the Department of Labor was falling down on the job 
by failing to provide adequate oversight. It determined that the vast 
majority (99.5 percent) of applications were automatically approved 
by government computers. Investigators found that more than three 
thousand applications had been certifi ed  “ even though the wage rate 
on the application was lower than the prevailing wage for that occu-
pation in the specifi c location. ”  

 Among computer programmers and high - tech workers from India, 
recruitment agencies are derisively referred to as  “ body shops. ”  
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The industry got its start in the 1990s after Congress, responding to the 
urging of U.S. employers, passed the Immigration Act of 1990, creating 
the H - 1B visa program to give fast - growing high - tech companies 
access to foreign professionals. The infl ux of tech workers from over-
seas mushroomed as the computer industry saw spectacular growth. 
But American software engineers and programmers were incensed 
that they were being displaced by cheaper Indian workers. A 1993  60 
Minutes  episode on CBS television took up their cause. 

  “ When any American company needs programmers, the body 
shops can often deliver employees all the way from Bombay for 
rates that are so cheap, Americans just across town can ’ t compete, ”  
reported Lesley Stahl.  “ This is an employment agreement between 
one foreign programmer and an India - based body shop called 
Blue Star. It tells her she ’ ll be assigned to Hewlett - Packard in 
California, that her salary of  $ 250 a month will still be paid back 
in India, and that she ’ ll receive  $ 1,300 a month for living expenses in 
the United States. ”  

 Work and workers were going in opposite directions simulta-
neously. U.S. companies were saving money, not only by bringing 
Indian - trained technicians to America, but also by outsourcing —
 shipping work overseas to have it done by Indians in their own country. 
In doing so, they gave a boost to the staffi ng and recruitment opera-
tions of homegrown computer companies in India. Because of time 
zone differences and the need to better service and communicate 
with their American customers, Indian  “ consulting fi rms ”  expanded 
beyond the subcontinent and set up operations in the United States. 
They staffed them by using the H - 1B program to import thousands of 
Indian high - tech workers. 

 The numbers grew exponentially. By 2007, Indian computer fi rms 
had not only established a major presence in the United States, 
they also were among the main users of the H - 1B temporary visa 
program. Tata Consulting Services had about eight thousand H - 1B 
workers. Infosys had at least seventy - one hundred H - 1B workers, while 
Wipro Ltd. and Satyam Computer Services — all of them Indian -
 based fi rms — reported that H - 1B workers made up the bulk of their 
U.S. staffs. 

 At the same time, recruitment fi rms sprang up to act essentially 
the same way the old - time sweaters operated, as middlemen. So - called 
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body shops import high - tech workers to the United States through the 
H - 1B program, then basically hire them out to domestic U.S. compa-
nies paying rates that, according to a number of studies, are below 
the wages paid to American - trained workers. Computer programmers 
critical of the H - 1B program described the imported professionals as 
“techno - braceros,” comparing them to migrant farm workers. 

 Eager for the work and the money, many Indian high - tech work-
ers have put up with abuses, often unwilling to speak out for fear of 
jeopardizing an opportunity to work in the United States. 

 In Edison, New Jersey, I met Subbu (he asked me not to use his 
full name), an Indian national, in the United States on a work visa. 
He had just returned from taking his wife, an Indian - trained scientist, 
for her New Jersey driver ’ s test. As we left their sparsely furnished 
apartment and drove down Oak Tree Road, one of America ’ s most 
densely populated areas for Indian ex - pats, Subbu said the concen-
tration of Indian - owned businesses and restaurants and the sari - clad 
women made him feel as if he were back in India. 

 Subbu moved to New Jersey from Bangalore in 2007. He had 
expected to work full - time, but after a year he lost his job as a systems 
analyst for JP Morgan Chase, even before the fi nancial tailspin. When 
I met him, he was biding his time, hoping for another placement. 

 At any given time, as many as fi ve hundred thousand people —
 there are no accurate fi gures — are working in the United States on 
nonimmigrant  “ specialty occupation ”  H - 1B temporary work visas. 
Each year, the government issues eighty - fi ve thousand such visas 
(sixty - fi ve thousand for holders of bachelor ’ s degrees or higher, and, 
since 2005, an additional twenty thousand for foreigners with masters ’  
or Ph.D. degrees from an American university), good for a maximum 
of six years. During the go - go economic boom years of 2007 and 2008, 
so many companies were applying for foreign workers that the quota 
was reached soon after the April application period started, and 
federal immigration offi cials cut off petitions after the fi rst week. But 
the recession of 2008 – 2009 seemed to dampen enthusiasm for import-
ing workers. The number of applications dropped, and the application 
window reverted to preboom levels of months instead of a week. 

 Subbu had been sending money home to his mother in his 
hometown of Mysore near Bangalore, and had planned to return 
there himself with his wife and children. He wanted to care for his 
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mother and see that his kids become fl uent in Kannada, his native 
tongue and one of India ’ s offi cial languages. So, like many migrants, 
Subbu was not planning a permanent stay in the United States. 

 He paid a body shop a  $ 3,500 fee and arrived in New Jersey from 
India in 2007. He expected to be hired out as a systems analyst earning 
about  $ 70,000 a year. Once settled, he would send for his family. As 
a condition of employment, the recruiter had him sign a seven - page 
agreement pledging to work for the agency for eighteen months or 
face a lawsuit if he didn ’ t. Subbu didn ’ t know it, but that requirement 
is illegal according to an immigration attorney I asked to review the 
agreement. The recruiter was attempting to treat Subbu as a bonded 
laborer. 

 But as it turned out, the contract was the least of Subbu ’ s diffi cul-
ties. There was no job. The recruiter, who has offi ces in India and 
New Jersey, put him up in a four - bedroom house in New Jersey 
with eleven other recruits. (The recruiter was later cited for operat-
ing an illegal boardinghouse.) Subbu stayed there for fi ve months, 
and in that time was paid  $ 500. Unemployment is common in the 
recruitment industry, despite assurances to the contrary. H - 1B workers 
describe the downtime as being  “ on the bench. ”  Another Indian H - 1B 
worker who was at the house at the same time confi rmed Subbu ’ s story, 
and said he had similar problems — no work for three months. 

 The recruiter eventually placed Subbu after transferring the visa 
to another body shop. As he put it, one recruiter  “ rented me out to 
another one, and then rented me out to JP Morgan Chase. ”  He said 
the bank, his ultimate employer, was unaware of the convoluted 
arrangements. Each of the body shops took a cut from his pay, even 
though he wound up with a still respectable  $ 100,000 for the year he 
worked there. 

 Subbu reckoned that he was owed about  $ 6,000 by the recruiter 
who brought him to the United States, and he was bitter. 

  “ I have been exploited to the maximum, ”  he said. He was angry 
at fellow Indians, those who run recruitment agencies and tell their 
workers that if they complain, they ’ ll be sent back to India.  “ They are 
trying to swindle us by not giving us proper salary and creating fear. 
People who are coming with this type of visa are not coming as ille-
gal immigrants. They are coming in with a valid visa. They have 
valid degrees and a valid education, so they are afraid [that if they 
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speak out] they will not only spoil their image, they will spoil their 
family ’ s reputation also. ”  

 Subbu ’ s experience is not isolated. I spoke to half a dozen H - 1B 
employees with similar stories, who asked to remain anonymous. In 
2000, the  Baltimore Sun , after reviewing hundreds of court records 
and government documents, found numerous cases in which unscru-
pulous body shops billed U.S. companies at rates three to four times 
the salaries they actually paid the workers. They also interviewed 
H - 1B workers who were not paid what they had been promised and 
were threatened with deportation if they challenged their employers. 

 In 2007, Patni Computer Systems, a global technology company 
headquartered in India, agreed to pay more than  $ 2.4 million to 607 
H - 1B workers following a U.S. Department of Labor investigation 
that determined the workers had been underpaid. Patni supplied IT 
workers to such companies as State Farm Insurance, MetLife, and 
General Electric. 

 High - tech worker advocacy organizations such as the Programmers 
Guild and the Institute of Electrical and Electronics Engineers – USA 
have complained that many employers and recruiters abuse the 
H - 1B visa program by phonying qualifi cations and applications of for-
eign workers and bringing them in under false pretenses. A number 
of high - profi le cases have buttressed their contentions. In 2008, the 
Los Angeles attorney Daniel E. Korenberg was sentenced to two years 
in federal prison for his role in a visa fraud scheme that included 
bringing in paralegals for his law fi rm. Korenberg, another lawyer, 
and two employment agencies were convicted of falsifying job titles 
and salaries on visa applications, citing jobs that didn ’ t exist, and lying 
about the foreigners ’  work experience. 

 In July 2008, authorities arrested Nilesh Dasondi, an elected 
zoning commissioner in Edison, New Jersey, owner of a recruiting 
fi rm called Cygate Software  &  Consulting. The feds accused him of 
bringing eight workers from India, claiming he was going to place 
them in high - tech jobs. But, prosecutors said, instead he put them to 
work doing nontechnical work such as running a greeting card store. 
Six of the eight admitted they paid Dasondi thousands of dollars in 
fees. Dasondi pleaded not guilty. 
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 Even more damning than the criminal cases was a September 
2008 audit conducted by the Department of Homeland Security sug-
gesting that visa fraud was pervasive in the H - 1B program. The Offi ce 
of Fraud Detection and National Security, which is part of the U.S. 
Bureau of Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS), concluded 
that based on an assessment of 246 cases, one in fi ve H - 1B visas are 
either fraudulent (13.4 percent) or contain technical violations 
(7.3 percent). The auditors said it was reasonable to extrapolate those 
numbers for the entire H - 1B program. They concluded that fraud 
and error rates were higher in smaller companies (those with fewer 
than twenty - fi ve employees and with annual gross incomes of less than 
 $ 10 million) than in larger businesses. 

 The economic downturn made the extensive use of H - 1B visas 
by American fi rms particularly controversial. Major companies, nota-
bly Microsoft, Deloitte  &  Touche, IBM, Oracle USA., Inc., Cisco 
Systems, Intel, and Motorola, Inc., have imported thousands of H - 1B 
workers themselves, without relying on outside consulting agencies. 
In 2008, as the economy was tanking, each of those companies was 
seeking approval to import more foreign workers — even as they were 
laying off employees or preparing for staff reductions. 

 JP Morgan Chase, where Subbu had worked, received permis-
sion from the U.S. Department of Labor to directly hire 684 foreign 
workers with H - 1B visas. Job titles ranged from  $ 200,000 - a - year vice 
presidents to  $ 50,000 - a - year tax analysts. During the same period, the 
company cut hundreds of jobs, then acquired Washington Mutual, 
and slashed thousands more employees from the payroll. 

 The ironic juxtaposition of foreign worker recruitment and 
domestic employee layoffs was not lost on Obama administration 
offi cials, legislators, and even federal prosecutors.   

  The February 2009 economic stimulus package signed by President 
Obama contained a provision called the Employ American Workers 
Act, designed to prevent companies receiving federal bailout money 
from displacing U.S. employees when hiring H - 1B workers.  
  In April 2009, senators Dick Durbin (D - IL) and Charles Grassley 
(R - IA) proposed legislation aimed at making it more diffi cult 
for U.S. companies to hire H - 1B workers and easier for the 
government to investigate fraud allegations in the program.  

•

•

c05.indd   89c05.indd   89 3/12/10   10:39:57 AM3/12/10   10:39:57 AM



90  MOVING MILLIONS

  At about the same time, federal prosecutors in Iowa pressed a 
novel argument against a company charged with H - 1B visa fraud. 
Expanding beyond the confi nes of the fraud allegations, assistant 
U.S. attorneys said the fi rm, Vision Group, Inc., had  “ substan-
tially deprived U.S. citizens of employment. ”  The prosecutors ’  
argument contained a frontal assault on the H - 1B program itself, 
declaring that  “ [I]n January of 2009, the total number of workers 
employed in the information technology occupation under the 
H - 1B program substantially exceeded the 241,000 unemployed 
U.S. citizen workers within the same occupation. ”  Company 
lawyers, astounded by the thrust of the case, pointed out that 
the  “ theory is supported with evidence that does not distinguish 
between violating the law and obeying it. ”  The defense attorneys 
argued that the  “ courtroom is an improper venue for a policy 
debate about immigration. ”     

 The high - tech industry is not alone in a global competition for 
professionals and a worldwide market for recruiters and suppliers. 
Of all the migrant employees who have become essential to U.S. 
enterprises and critical to the well - being of their patrons, perhaps 
none are as vital as workers in the health care industry. Walk into 
just about any hospital, nursing home, or retirement facility, and the 
chances are good that among the staff — ranging from cleaners of bed-
pans to inserters of intravenous drips — migrants play key roles. That ’ s 
particularly true in California, where nearly 30 percent of registered 
nurses were trained abroad. In Florida and New York, about 11 per-
cent of RNs received their training overseas. 

 The United States is not alone in looking abroad for qualifi ed 
medical personnel. Health care businesses in the United Kingdom, 
Australia, and Saudi Arabia also import nurses from Africa, the 
Philippines, India, and Canada. 

 The demand in the developed world for healthcare professionals, 
particularly since 2000, has spawned a dramatic growth in the number 
of international nurse recruiting businesses. A landmark 2007 study by 
AcademyHealth, an infl uential organization of health services research-
ers, policy analysts, and practitioners, found a largely unregulated 
industry that included 267 U.S. - based international nurse recruiting 
fi rms, a tenfold increase since the late 1990s. 

•
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 The report found that the companies were recruiting in seventy-
four countries. Most charged health care organizations fees of  $ 15,000 
to  $ 25,000 per nurse and required nurses to make two -  to three - year 
commitments. If nurses resigned before the end of their contracts, 
they were obliged to pay  “ buy out ”  fees of  $ 10,000 to  $ 50,000. 

 Most of the larger recruiters are staffi ng agencies, meaning they 
employ the nurses rather than placing them with health care organi-
zations. The largest U.S. - based international recruitment fi rms are 
Cross Country Healthcare, AMN Healthcare, Maxim Healthcare, 
ATC Healthcare Services, On Assignment, and HCCA International. 
Cumulatively, in 2007 those fi rms had revenues of  $ 2.8 billion. 

 AcademyHealth researchers also interviewed nurses and found 
numerous abuses — all of them in nursing homes rather than hospi-
tals. Although their report did not identify employers or judge the 
extent of the problem, researchers found that many nurses had not 
been given contracts or had discovered that the ones they signed were 
later altered. Employers, they said, had withheld or delayed wages for 
foreign recruits, or were paying less than they had promised. They 
were requiring imported nurses to work excessive hours, threatening 
them with deportation if they refused. Some nurses were provided 
substandard housing and required to pay higher - than - expected  “ buy 
out ”  fees. 

 Filipino nurses with grievances against employers or recruiters are 
often reluctant to speak out — publicly or privately. But one case 
involving some two dozen health care workers became an interna-
tional cause c é l è bre, an episode that eventually involved government 
offi cials in the United States and the Philippines, and included the 
fi ling of criminal charges. 

 In January 2006, the then   thirty - one - year - old Noralyn Ortega 
arrived in the United States after a six - year - long odyssey that began 
when she enrolled in medical school close to where she lived in 
Para ñ aque City, a suburb of Manila. It ended after she received 
permission to immigrate to the United States, qualifi ed as a nurse, 
took international nursing exams, and signed on with a recruit-
ment agency that brought her to work in Nassau County, New 
York. Hoping her husband and children would eventually follow 
her, Ortega followed in the footsteps of family members who had 
migrated to Texas, California, and Canada, joining the far - fl ung 
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diaspora of Filipino migrants who turn a medical education into a 
ticket out of their homeland. 

 Things did not turn out exactly as planned. Ortega had thought 
she was going to be employed by the Garden Care Center, a short -
 term rehabilitation facility. Instead, she wound up working for a New 
York agency at the Bayview Nursing and Rehabi-litation Center, a 
twenty - four - hour nursing home. The agency, the two health facilities, 
and the recruiting company were all part of affi liated businesses — the 
Sentosa Recruitment Agency in the Philippines, Sentosa Services (a 
New York employment agency), and SentosaCare LLC, which owns 
a chain of nursing facilities in the New York area. 

 But it wasn ’ t just that her employer and place of work had been 
switched on her. In a way, those were the least of her problems. 

  “ The benefi ts and promises told in Philippines, it was not mate-
rialized when I ’ m in the United States, ”  she said.   Instead of paying me 
for thirty seven and a half hours, they just paid thirty-fi ve hours, but 
I ’ m working more than forty hours and they don ’ t pay me overtime. 
They said they gonna to give us medical insurance, I don ’ t receive 
any of that. They said they would reimburse the expenses that I 
spent on exams, but they didn ’ t.   

  “ The work was overwhelming, ”  she explained.  “ I was doing three 
jobs. I was doing medication, treatment, and I was a charge nurse for 
forty to sixty patients. The last night, before I quit, they gave me two 
units — a total of seventy-four patients. It ’ s not possible to give very 
good care for the patients by myself alone. ”  

 Ortega was miserable. She was placed with other Sentosa nurses 
in a house that she said didn ’ t have adequate heating. She thought 
about returning to the Philippines, so she went to the Philippine con-
sulate and asked for assistance. Consular offi cials provided her with 
a lawyer, Felix Vinluan, who advised her that because her employ-
ers had breached the contract, she could resign without a problem. 
So after just three months, she left, as did twenty-three other Filipino 
nurses in SentosaCare facilities. Soon afterward, she found one new 
nursing job in San Diego at a hospital where a cousin - in - law works, 
and she took a second position at a nearby medical center. Her hus-
band and two children fl ew out from the Philippines to join her. 

 But the story didn ’ t end there. Lawyers for the nurses and for 
SentosaCare battled in legal cases fi led in New York State and 
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the Philippines. In New York, authorities rejected a complaint by 
SentosaCare that the nurses had abandoned their patients. And in 
the Philippines, where the matter received press coverage and atten-
tion from politicians, authorities denied the nurses ’  petition to have 
Sentosa ’ s license suspended but ordered that some of the nurses 
be paid damages. 

 More seriously, in March 2007, the Suffolk County district attor-
ney indicted ten of the Sentosa nurses who left one of the SentosaCare 
homes, alleging that by quitting without suffi cient notice, they endan-
gered the welfare of patients. He also charged their lawyer, Felix Vinluan, 
with conspiracy for advising them to quit. Ortega was not charged. 

 Facing the possibility of year - long jail sentences, the nurses and 
Vinluan tried to stave off the prosecution. In January 2009, the 
Supreme Court of the State of New York cleared the nurses and their 
lawyer. The court said Vinluan ’ s advice to his clients was protected 
under the First Amendment right of free speech. And the nurses, 
said the court, should not be prosecuted because the Thirteenth 
Amendment, prohibiting slavery and involuntary servitude, gave 
them the right to resign. 

 The ruling suggested that no patients were in danger because 
there was time to fi nd replacements for the nurses who quit.  “ Under 
the facts as presented herein, the greatest risk created by the resignation 
of these nurses was to the fi nancial health of Sentosa. ”  

 Although the court ruled in favor of the ten nurses in the crimi-
nal case, in late 2009, Ortega and the others were still defendants in a 
Nassau County, New York civil case brought by Sentosa. Nonetheless, 
Ortega was glad to have made a new life in San Diego, even though 
she eventually found that working six twelve - hour shifts a week was 
too much. She had no time for her two young children nor for her 
husband, Vincent, a former nurse in the Philippines, who was studying 
to pass examinations in order to work in nursing in California. So she 
quit one of the jobs. 

  “ I can ’ t say how I made it, ”  she said, thinking back on her 
exhausting schedule.  “ It ’ s less money, but it ’ s okay. We survive. ”  

 Complaints about the treatment of professional migrant recruits have 
parallels to allegations of abuse in the H - 2 programs for less - skilled 
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foreign laborers. Human rights groups, unions, and prosecutors have 
documented case after case in which recruiters failed to provide 
promised wages or accommodations. There have also been numerous 
instances of temporary workers being charged excessive fees, some-
times totaling thousands of dollars. 

  “ These workers . . . are not treated like  ‘ guests,’ ”  complained the 
Southern Poverty Law Center in a forty - seven - page report,  Close to 
Slavery: Guestworker Programs in the United State s, issued in 2007. 
 “ Rather, they are systematically exploited and abused. Unlike 
U.S. citizens, guestworkers do not enjoy the most fundamental 
protection of a competitive labor market — the ability to change jobs 
if they are mistreated. Instead, they are bound to the employers who 
 ‘ import ’  them. ”  The center said workers had been  “ routinely cheated 
out of wages, forced to mortgage their futures to obtain low - wage, 
temporary jobs, held virtually captive by employers or labor brokers 
who seize their documents, forced to live in squalid conditions, and 
denied medical benefi ts for on - the - job injuries. ”  

 In 2002, an employment agency with offi ces in Los Angeles and 
Thailand brought forty - eight Thai welders into California under the 
H - 2B visa program promising jobs on the San Francisco – Oakland 
Bay Bridge. Instead, a labor contractor put most of them to work in 
his Los Angeles – area restaurants, held them against their will, confi s-
cated their passports, restricted their movements, and paid them little 
or nothing. 

 In 2007, I met Mexican welders recruited to work at Signal Inter-
national, an oil rig construction and repair company in a Mississippi 
shipyard. The workers were living in a compound adjacent to the ship-
yard inside wooden sheds, sleeping in bunk beds, six to a cabin 
without windows, plumbing, or insulation. Not far away, inside the 
shipyard, were about fi ve hundred workers imported from India. 
Using borrowed money and life savings, the Indians had paid as much 
as  $ 20,000 each to travel to America, lured by false promises made by 
Global Resources, Inc., a placement fi rm run by a Mississippi sher-
iff ’ s deputy. They had been told that they would be able to live in 
the United States permanently. Instead, said the workers, they ended 
up living in crowded labor camps and were given food they claimed 
made them sick. In March 2008, about a hundred walked off the job 
and fi led a class action lawsuit. A dozen went to Washington, D.C., and 
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staged a four - week hunger strike. Signal International blamed the 
problems on the recruiter, who denied the allegations. 

 Back in Monterrey, Mexico, Rene Urbano told me that the migrants 
he recruited generally invested about  $ 600 each. Of that, nearly half 
went to fees charged by the consulate, and the rest were for his serv-
ices as well as food and transportation costs. Urbano was just one link 
in a worker supply chain stretching from the interior of Mexico to the 
fi elds of the southeastern United States. By 2009, as a labor supplier 
for businesses, Urbano had developed a new advertising catchphrase: 
 “ Your worker is my client. ”  

 Urbano ’ s fi rm was one of ten companies that provided hundreds of 
farm workers to a Virginia company named m á sLabor ( m á s  is Spanish 
for  “ more ” ). The fi rm supplied workers to eastern and southern 
U.S. fi rms under both the H - 2A and H - 2B programs. Company co -
 owner Dave Fulton explained the partnership with Urbano.  “ We ’ re 
the employer agent, ”  he said.  “ He ’ s the worker agent and we meet 
in the middle. ”  

 Employers pay m á sLabor a fl at fee of  $ 3,000 to  $ 5,000 per 
worker. For that, they get delivery of a ready - to - work Mexican or 
Central American laborer with all the necessary and completed legal 
paperwork. 

 As Fulton sees it, everybody wins. The employer gets a worker, 
and the migrant gets to provide for his family, earning  $ 9 to  $ 10 
an hour. 

  “ There are unlimited numbers of millions in Mexico who would 
love to be making  fi ve dollars  an hour, much less ten dollars an 
hour, ”  he said.  “ These are the same people dying in the desert to take 
minimum - wage jobs. If we give them an air - conditioned ride to 
the United States, isn ’ t it for the benefi t of both the worker and the 
employer? ”  he asked. 

 He discounted the complaints of migrant rights advocates. 
 “ People whose jobs depend on there being an oppressed brown - skinned 
minority, their whole worldview depends on there being oppressors, ”  
he said.  “ Some folks always look at employers as the oppressors, 
but . . .   the worker is not just a victim. These people are serious, smart 
heads of households and shouldn ’ t be viewed as victims. I believe 
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there ’ s going to be a huge number of Spanish - speaking Mexicans 
in heaven. ”  

 Of course, the conviction that there are eternal rewards in 
store for migrants misses the point. The mere fact that workers can 
improve their lot by saying adios to their families, crossing a bor-
der, and taking jobs with salaries that beat those back home is no 
excuse for what, by U.S. standards, are low wages and subpar working 
conditions. 

 Toughened border controls and stepped - up immigration enforce-
ment have led many U.S. employers and farm workers alike to 
conclude that using the offi cial temporary worker program is more 
reliable and safer than the alternative of crossing the border and 
working illegally. 

  “ The price is worth it, ”  explained farm worker Daniel Ram í rez 
as he stood outside the Monterrey consulate waiting to be called in 
and processed.  “ A  coyote  costs a lot, and you risk a lot when you go 
with them. ”  

 Mike Nobles, president of a Tennessee - based recruiting and 
contracting fi rm, H2AUSA.COM, expressed the same sentiment. I 
ran into Nobles at a convention of citrus growers in central California, 
where he was manning a booth and handing out leafl ets describing 
his services:  “ If you can ’ t get enough American workers to com-
plete your project, we can get you as many non - American workers 
as you need. ”  

 In previous years, California farm workers had shown little inter-
est in the offi cial temporary worker program, since there was a ready 
supply of illegal immigrants available to do the jobs. But, he said, 
interest by farmers was picking up. 

  “ I believe any farmer that wants workers, legal workers, can get 
them right now through the H - 2A program. So I believe it is salvation, ”  
he said, sounding like a recruitment evangelist. To hear Nobles tell 
it, he also was something of a patriot, greasing the economic wheels 
and fi lling gaps left by unwilling Americans. 

  “ My son doesn ’ t want to pick oranges. Do your children want to 
pick oranges? ”  Nobles asked.  “ Every American I know wants their 
children to go to college, get a degree, and become a professional. I 
don ’ t know too many parents that say,  ‘ Oh, I want my child to be an 
orange picker. ’  I don ’ t know any eighteen -  and nineteen - year olds that 
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are going to college, that want to go pick oranges, or build pallets, or 
carry mud, or dig ditches. We no longer have a labor class. ”  

 That ’ s a common, but fl awed argument. The contention that 
importing migrants is a salvation for a nation lacking  “ a labor class ”  
is self - fulfi lling. If certain jobs pay more than others, people in 
need of work will gravitate to them. The desirability of the actual 
tasks becomes a secondary consideration. As the labor activist and 
author Beth Shulman has written,  “ There is nothing inherent in 
welding bumpers onto cars or manufacturing steel girders that 
makes those better jobs than caring for children or guarding offi ce 
buildings. Workers organizing through unions, and the passage of 
social legislation, raised wages and created paid leave and health 
and retirement benefi ts in these initially ‘bad’ manufacturing jobs, 
changing them into good middle-class positions.”   

  “ Fortunately, ”  she wrote,  “ we can make choices as a society to 
make today ’ s  ‘ bad ’  jobs  ‘ good ’  ones. ”  And that might include the work 
performed in the groves by some of the people Nobles recruits from 
Mexico. 

 Nobles, too, fi t the classic defi nition of an old - fashioned sweater. 
He recruited Mexican farm workers, paid them  $ 8.56 cents an hour, 
then supplied the workers to U.S. companies, which paid him  $ 14.50 
for each hour the migrants worked. The difference — 41 percent of 
the hourly rate — was his. 

 Determined to right wrongs, the Obama administration pledged to 
cut down on abuses and fraud in temporary worker programs and pro-
posed to hire more investigators. But the extra degree of oversight was 
relatively modest, posing little threat to companies that import work-
ers to save money and are intent on skirting the rules, particularly in 
a weak economy. 

 The allegations of corruption in licensed, government - authorized 
temporary worker programs invite a logical and inevitable comparison. 
In the global recruitment and people - running business, legitimate and 
authorized procurers of foreign labor are not too distantly related to 
the more outlaw strain of body shops, namely human smugglers. 

 If you make a living by providing overseas workers with visas, 
jobs, and transportation, you are considered a bona fi de staffi ng 
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or recruitment agent. But  “ bringing in illegal aliens for fi nancial 
gain ”  makes you a felon, in violation of Title 8, U.S. Code, Section 
1324(a)(2)(B)(ii), subject to fi fteen years in federal prison and a 
 $ 250,000 fi ne. Clearly, violating the law is not the same as following 
it, but the occupations are certainly kissing cousins.                   
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      C H A P T E R   6   

Smugglers as Migration 
Service Providers          

 For more than twenty years on reporting trips to the U.S./Mexico 
border I ’ ve seen the barrier between the two countries become 

increasingly formidable, with more and more resources devoted to 
troops, guards, fences, and high - tech detection equipment. As a reporter, 
I have driven many times along the U.S./Mexico border between 
Tijuana and San Diego, generally escorted by a U.S. Border Patrol 
agent eager to make the case for ever more federal funding devoted 
to stopping people from crossing what many border residents refer to 
simply as  la l í nea  (the line). 

 But not long ago, a visit to Tijuana offered a different perspective — a 
smuggler ’ s - eye view from  el otro lado  (the other side). My guide was 
 “ Amelia ”  (she asked me not to use her real name), a forty - four - year - old 
woman who had spent most of the past two decades as a professional 
smuggler, much of that time as the chief executive of a Tijuana - based 
smuggling network. 

 To Amelia, the border represented an opportunity rather than 
a barrier. The Mexican entrepreneur considered her niche business a 
specialty travel agency catering to clientele with very narrow objectives —
 to cross the border safely and undetected. 

 My conversation with Amelia provided a rare peek into the 
organization of smuggling networks — businesses with sales and 
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marketing branches, transportation departments, delivery operations, 
and collections systems, a system comprising a multibillion - dollar - a -
 year global industry. 

 The fortunes of the smuggling business are tied to the actions of 
governments. The basic economics are simple, as a Federal Reserve 
Bank of Dallas report drily explained:  “ Migrants are more likely to 
hire  coyotes  [smugglers] when they perceive a higher chance of appre-
hension were they to attempt a crossing on their own. If coyotes are 
more in demand or if risks increase, as is the case when criminal 
penalties on smuggling are increased, then we expect coyote use and 
prices to rise. ”  

 In other words, as border controls tighten, people smugglers raise 
their fees (even if they may not always deliver what they promise). 
On the U.S.–Mexico border, coyote prices doubled and tripled 
between 1995 and 2007. As the border became more militarized, 
border crossers came to rely more on smugglers. To try to reduce 
their risks, by 2007 some 90 percent of illegal migrants were resorting 
to the use of coyotes, compared to 69 percent before 1995. 

 The pan - European police agency Europol refers to human 
smugglers as  “ illegal immigration facilitators. ”  Operators of 
Chinese people - smuggling networks are known as  “ snakeheads, ”  
after a predatory fi sh. In Ecuador, they ’ re called  tramitadores  
(facilitators). In Morocco, Khalid Zerouali, the head of Morocco ’ s 
Department of Migration and Border Control, told me how he 
had been cracking down on human smuggling rings he called 
 “ mafi as. ”  In Mexico, the people smuggling business is known gen-
erally as  coyotaje,  based on the term most often used to describe 
the occupation of the person who guides migrants across the border, 
a coyote .  

 (“Coyote” is an old term. Besides referring to the small wolf 
 Canis latrans  common to North America, it originally meant an  “ ille-
gitimate intermediary for cutting red tape. ” ) 

 Amelia prefers to be called a  coyota , a feminized version of the 
word. As we raced through the Tijuana area in her beat - up Honda, 
I received a tour not found in the guidebooks. Amelia pointed out 
a smuggler walking with his  pollo  along the concrete banks of the 
Tijuana River, which runs adjacent to the border. (The coyotes ’  clients 
are often known as  pollos  — Spanish for chickens.) 
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 When we passed a downtown church, Amelia described it as a 
prime location for guides to troll for would - be customers. On the way 
out to the beach area, Amelia took note of a parked police car, a base 
of operations, she said, for cops who are notorious for stopping coyo-
tes and shaking them down, extracting a fee of  $ 150 per pollo. Closer 
to the Pacifi c Ocean, where the U.S. fence runs out into the water, 
we looked down at the aptly named Smugglers Gulch, a steep ravine 
that, until recently, when American earth - moving equipment per-
formed a massive makeover, was a longtime favorite crossing place 
for migrants and a major headache for U.S. agents on the other side 
of the border. 

 Amelia said that stricter border enforcement — combined with the 
weak U.S. economy — had affected her industry. 

  “ Business has been bad for two years, ”  Amelia told me. She was 
getting fewer calls from pollos. But, as the Federal Reserve Bank of 
Dallas accurately predicted, she was able to charge more for those 
who did use her services. Her going rate at the time of our meeting 
in the summer of 2008 was  $ 1,400 per customer, nearly fi ve times as 
much as when she started twenty years earlier. 

 As U.S. border enforcement tightened in the urban areas, routes 
for border crossers and smugglers gradually shifted to more treach-
erous terrain, such as the Sonoran desert, which spans southern 
Arizona and northern Mexico. American offi cials had hoped they 
could slow or stop migration by forcing migrants to trek through the 
wilderness. 

 Though many were deterred, others calculated that the eventual 
rewards would outweigh the risks. Their decisions and fates often 
highlighted the desperation of their gambits. The  Arizona Daily Star  
compiled a gruesome tally of deaths of migrants who perished cross-
ing through the Arizona stretch of the U.S.–Mexico border. On average, 
between 2004 and 2008, records from county medical examiners 
amounted to 219 deaths a year. 

 Horror stories about dangerous crossings abound and are 
spread by word of mouth among would - be migrants. Since they 
are often easy prey for bandits and rapists, getting picked up by 
the U.S. Border Patrol can come as a relief to migrants making the 
often treacherous journey. One gruesome rumor circulated among 
migrants in Lindsay, California. They had heard about a woman 
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who died coming through the desert. As she lay on the ground, the 
baby she had been carrying continued to suckle at the dead mother ’ s 
breast. Both supposedly had been abandoned by the guide and the 
other migrants. 

 As the United States stepped up border enforcement, Amelia 
tried to adapt her operations. Talking shop as she sat in the comfort-
able living room of her house in a noisy Tijuana neighborhood, she 
explained that televised news reports of border crossers ’  deaths had 
put a serious dent in the people - smuggling trade. 

 By all appearances, Amelia seemed a typical middle - class 
Mexican housewife, slightly overweight, her dark hair pulled back 
to reveal an attractive face with a ready smile. As we spoke, her 
infant daughter played on the fl oor, and her nineteen - year - old son 
walked back and forth to the refrigerator. Above the television con-
sole, set off by salmon - colored walls, was a display of sports trophies 
he had won in high school. Amelia said her son ’ s birth had provided 
the impetus for her and her late husband to launch their coyote 
enterprise. 

 She had trained as a legal secretary in her native Nayarit, a 
Mexican state in the country ’ s central - western area, and moved to 
Tijuana in 1985 with her husband,  “ Jos é , ”  a horticulturalist. She 
got a job in a mall, and he worked as a buyer for a store. Four 
years later, José got a taste for human smuggling when he helped 
Amelia ’ s sister cross the border. With an extra mouth to feed and 
their budget stretched, the couple had found a way to make some 
extra money. 

 Mexico was mired in an economic depression, so the services 
of smugglers were in demand, and not just from working - class 
Mexicans. The economic crisis had slashed wages of the middle 
class, and teachers along with professors, engineers, bankers, and 
other professionals were seeking to fi nd better - paying though often 
menial jobs across the border. One Mexican engineer referred to 
himself and other migrating professionals as  “  braceros t é cnicos , ”  
a reference to the temporary farm worker program begun during 
World War II. 

 As her husband ’ s business and ambitions grew, Amelia and Jos é  
worked out a division of labor. Jos é  acted as a guide, escorting migrants 
across the border, and Amelia became a sort of den mother, putting up 
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customers in Tijuana, providing them with food, letting them use the 
bathroom. 

  “ I would feed them and take care of them. He would cross them, ”  
she explained. 

 Jos é  generated a customer base by arranging partnerships with 
taxi drivers outside the Tijuana airport. When passengers arrived 
looking for coyotes to take them into the United States, cabdrivers 
referred them to Jos é , who returned the favor with referral fees of  $ 50 
a head. In turn, Jos é  charged his customers  $ 300 each, then the going 
rate for smugglers ’  fees. 

 As the couple ’ s reputation spread and as the demand increased, 
their business improved. The mom - and - pop enterprise expanded, and 
they brought in nephews and brothers to help out. By 1993, Amelia 
and Jos é  employed twelve people. As illegal border crossing became 
more diffi cult, they raised their fees. In four years, they more than 
doubled their prices, to about  $ 700 per person. 

 Although she was busy raising their three children, Amelia wanted 
to play a larger role in the business, but Jos é  wouldn ’ t let her. She got 
her wish in 1997. Living on the edge of the law, Jos é  had been having 
an affair with a woman whose boyfriend was a drug smuggler. The 
man shot and killed Jos é . 

 The murder left Amelia in a quandary. Should she abandon the 
business or continue it ?  At Jos é  ’ s funeral, associates of her husband 
promised to help her carry on. Two corrupt Mexican offi cials offered 
her protection. Amelia felt she had no choice. 

  “ I had three children. I had to take care of them, ”  she explained. 
 The business grew. Amelia rented a separate apartment in Tijuana 

as a way station for migrants passing through. She installed a 
refrigerator and a television. Repeat customers found out about 
her by calling Jos é  ’ s old phone number, and new clients came to her 
by word of mouth. The company relied on a loose network of associ-
ates spread throughout Mexico. As a coyota, Amelia ’ s job was to set 
the prices and coordinate the activities of the other members of the 
organization. It is a common business model used by human smug-
glers, an enterprise described by the San Diego – based researchers 
Jezm í n Fuentes and Olivia Garc í a as  “ an extensive hierarchy of work-
ers who collaborate to provide smuggling services. ”  Their investigation 
revealed a sophisticated business model.  “ Through an elaborate 
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division of labor, ”  they reported,  “ the coyotaje network has developed 
into a quasi corporation. ”  

 Human smugglers along the U.S./Mexico border fi rst got into the 
business in the early 1900s. But the coyotes ’  customers were not 
Mexicans. They were Chinese, crossing over in violation of an 1882 
federal law, the Chinese Exclusion Act. It was the fi rst law in American 
history to bar immigrants solely on the basis of race and class. 

 In the 1890s, Chinese migrants entered the United States from 
Canada, using networks that had smuggled opium and other contraband 
substances. Smuggling fees ranged from  $ 23   to  $ 60   a   person (about 
 $ 600 to  $ 1,500 in 2009 currency), but by the following decade, the 
price had multiplied tenfold. By 1906, effective crackdowns along 
the Canadian border forced human smugglers to shift their business 
to the south. Since Mexico had continued to import Chinese laborers, 
considering them useful to the country ’ s development, many U.S. -
 bound migrants were able to use Mexico as a back door. Chinese 
laborers paid smuggling organizations in China  $ 500 each (the rough 
equivalent of  $ 12,000 in today ’ s money) to bring them to ports along 
the Pacifi c coast of Mexico. 

 U.S. newspapers carried story after story about Chinese sneaking 
across the border aided by  “ wily ”  smugglers. Mexican and American 
coyotes stashed their contraband cargo in with shipments of furni-
ture, truckloads of hay, smuggled diamonds, and opium. Some were 
hidden in the iceboxes and closets of railroad dining cars. The follow-
ing decade, with the advent of Prohibition, rum runners forced them 
to  “ pack bootleggers ’  hootch along with them. ”  

  “ For some time, immigration offi cers have known that extensive 
smuggling of Chinese was going on, ”  reported the  Los Angeles Times  
in 1907.  “ It has been found impossible to control the entire length of 
the Mexican border, and hundreds of Chinese and Japanese coolies 
are making their way into this country in spite of stringent regulations. ”  

 Between 1907 and 1909, U.S. offi cials arrested 2,492 Chinese for 
crossing into the country illegally from Mexico. In 1909, Chicago 
authorities broke up a ring that they believed had smuggled more 
than a thousand Chinese migrants in Pullman railroad cars across 
the border at El Paso, Texas. The multinational outlaws — Americans, 
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Chinese, and Mexicans — paid cooks on the trains  $ 50 a head to deliver 
the stowaways. 

 Smugglers provided Chinese immigrants on their way to the 
United States via Mexico with American money and railroad maps, 
Chinese - American newspapers, and dictionaries.  “ Two schools in 
Juarez [Mexico] did nothing but coach Chinese in answering ques-
tions inquisitive government agents might ask, ”  reported a newspaper 
wire service. 

 One enterprising immigration business ran an underground rail-
road using stagecoaches, boxcars, and burros to transport and escort 
Chinese across the border. Working with Chinese recruiters in Mexico, 
the smugglers disguised the migrants as Mexicans and taught them a 
few Spanish phrases. In an offi ce in the back of the Palace saloon in 
Cananea, across the Mexican border south of Bisbee, Arizona, one 
member of the ring, C. A. Springstein, used rubber stamps, a seal -  
maker, and a metal plate for printing to produce hundreds of bogus 
U.S. residency certifi cates, which he sold to his customers for 
 $ 100 apiece (about $2,400 in 2008 currency). 

 Because Mexican migration was virtually unrestricted, Chinese 
migrants remained smuggling networks ’  chief customers. But their 
business model changed when Congress enacted the Immigration 
Act of 1917. For the fi rst time in American history, the United States 
applied immigration restrictions to Mexicans, and in the process cre-
ated a new and lucrative revenue source for the smuggling industry. 

 With the advent of World War I, the Bureau of Immigration 
diverted its attention from Chinese migrants not only to Mexicans, but 
also to suspected enemy aliens, anarchists, and draft dodgers. 

The responsibility for enforcing immigration laws along most 
of the southwest border fell to Frank W. Berkshire, the Bureau of 
Immigration’s supervising inspector in the newly created Mexican 
Border District. Berkshire had been transferred to the region in 1907 
after impressing superiors at the bureau with his competence in over-
seeing enforcement of Chinese exclusion laws, fi rst in Chicago, later 
along the New York–Canadian border and in New York City. At the 
U.S.-Mexico boundary, he became alarmed by the ease with which 
smuggling operations were able to circumvent the new restrictions. 
  “ The drastic provisions of the present immigration act have led to the 
creation of a new and thriving industry, if by such a term it may be 
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dignifi ed, having for its object the illegal introduction into the United 
States of Mexican aliens on a wholesale scale by means of organized 
efforts, ”  Berkshire wrote in a report to Congress.  “ Steerers and smug-
glers of the several organizations reside on either side of the inter-
national line and include in their ranks Mexican line riders, fi scal 
guards, professional smugglers, formerly engaged in the Chinese and 
opium traffi c, and amateur smugglers, attracted by the prospect of 
 ‘ easy money.’ ”  

 The new immigration law required migrants to pass a literacy test 
and pay an  $ 8 - a - head entry fee. Those provisions helped establish the 
smugglers ’  own fees: they charged migrants attempting to avoid 
the head tax about half of what they would have paid legally. They 
demanded that border crossers who would have fl unked the literacy 
test fork over all the cash they carried. 

Berkshire complained that his division was understaffed. In request-
ing additional resources, he became an early advocate of a militarized 
southwest border. Despite “the vigilance of the offi cers,” he wrote, 
“the menace persists.”  Berkshire recommended  “ the organization of 
a closely knit border patrol to work in conjunction with the existing 
immigration offi cers, with a view to effectively close up the gaps in the 
line of defense. ”  Seven years later his wish was granted with the crea-
tion of the U.S. Border Patrol. 

 But in the meantime, if government offi cials worried about brea-
ches in border security, representatives of farmers, railroads, and mines, 
who needed an easy supply of laborers, worked quickly to widen 
those  “ gaps in the line of defense. ”  Major employers, represented by, 
among others, a young Herbert Hoover, then head of the U.S. Food 
Administration, worked diligently behind the scenes to convince the 
Woodrow Wilson administration of a severe labor shortage that could 
be relieved by lifting restrictions on Mexican labor. Secretary of Labor 
William B. Wilson (no relation to the president who appointed him), 
a Scottish immigrant, former miner, and one of the founders of the 
United Mine Workers Union, heeded the call. Resisting pressure 
from labor unions, he not only temporarily waived the immigration 
requirements on Mexicans, he also ordered that more immigration 
offi cers be assigned to the border to  “ facilitate the entry of Mexicans, ”  
he extended the suspension of immigration regulations, and he set 
in motion America ’ s fi rst  bracero , or temporary worker, program that 
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allowed employers to bring in low - paid Mexican workers for more 
than two years after the war ended. 

 Subsequent legislation in the 1920s, which tightened restrictions 
on European migrants, only added to the demand for Mexican lab-
orers and for the smugglers who supplied them. In 1924, Congress 
not only established the Border Patrol, it added a  $ 10 visa fee to the 
 $ 8 head tax. Once again, tightened enforcement gave the smuggling 
business a shot in the arm. 

  “ The origin of illegal immigration is to be found in the farmers 
and ranchers, and railroad, mining, and other enterprises to which 
Mexican labor is indispensable, ”  wrote the educator and anthropolo-
gist Manuel Gamio in 1930. Some coyotes worked with  “ big com-
mercial, industrial, or agricultural enterprises in the border states 
and even in the interior of the United States, which have need of 
Mexican labor, ”  Gamio reported. 

 The smugglers ’  payments varied according to the need. During 
times when labor was plentiful, the companies kept coyotes on retainer. 
When labor was scarce, fi rms paid smugglers by the worker to provide 
them with an incentive. Smugglers charged their human cargo fees of 
 $ 5 to  $ 10, more if they had baggage, driving them across the border 
or taking them across the Rio Grande by boat. The coyotes could be 
resourceful and sometimes  “ rented ”  passports or head - tax receipts to 
get their charges into the United States. 

 They were techniques that nearly a century later, Amelia would have 
found familiar.  “ I used  mica  cards [the Spanish slang for laminated 
immigration cards], ”  she explained.  “ I bought them from my sister in 
Los Angeles for  eighty dollars  each. ”  

 Amelia believed the cards were authentic, although most likely 
they were forgeries, easily obtainable on the streets. The cards came 
with photographs of people already on them. So Amelia set about 
doing the opposite of what most counterfeiters do. Instead of forging 
documents to match their owners, she worked with makeup and hair 
clippers to alter the appearance of her customers.  “ I made up the 
migrants to look like the picture on the visas, ”  she bragged. 

 Although investigators have broken up a number of well - organized, 
top - down smuggling rings, the enterprises are, for the most part, 
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decentralized, fragmented, and like Amelia ’ s operation, family - run. 
They operate in much the same way as a general contractor who 
builds or remodels houses does business with individual specialists 
and small businesses. 

 A two - year investigation into one organization headed by a husband -
 and - wife team based in the tiny Arizona town of Bowie, near Tucson, 
resulted in the 2006 indictment of fi fty - fi ve people. Authorities said 
that over a ten - year period the ring had smuggled in hundreds of 
migrants from Mexico, El Salvador, and the Dominican Republic. 
But overall, if the results of law enforcement investigations are any 
indication, most smuggling rings have fewer than a dozen members. 

 As a federal investigator, Armando Garcia spent nearly twenty 
years tracking down human smugglers, even going so far as to trans-
port migrants across the southern border and run drop houses for 
rings he infi ltrated. But asked about the component parts of smug-
gling groups, Garcia, the assistant special agent in charge of the 
Phoenix offi ce of the Bureau of Immigration and Customs Enforce-
ment (ICE), described a shifting mosaic of independent business 
operators. 

  “ The different cells are just opportunistic, ”  he explained.  “ Who-
ever has the money to pay them to transport is who they deal with. We 
often have diffi culty in identifying organizations, because everybody 
has contact with everybody. You check their phone records. They 
talked to this transportation cell, this cell that houses them in Phoenix, 
and they ’ re just using them at the time because they ’ re either cheaper 
or available. ”  

 Researchers have found that the majority of migrants coming 
over the Mexican border use hired smugglers, but Matthew Allen, 
a veteran human smuggling investigator, who in 2008 became the 
head of the ICE offi ce in Phoenix, told me he has no idea of how 
many groups there are.  “ If you ’ re looking for a number of smuggling 
organizations, that ’ s a very big unknown, ”  he said. 

 Getting a handle on the size and scope of the smuggling trade is 
virtually impossible. In 2006, authorities estimated that migrant smug-
gling across Arizona’s U.S.–Mexico border was a  $ 1.7 billion - a - year 
business. The same year, the writer Alex Kotlowitz reported that smug-
glers sneaking Chinese into the United States, often through Mexico, 
were charging their customers  “ upward of  $ 70,000 ”  per person. 
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 What is clear is that the industry generates hundreds of millions 
of dollars a year. Social scientist David Spener tried to break it 
down. He estimated that migrants took 660,000 coyote - assisted trips 
across the southwestern border each year between 1965 and 1986. 
Multiplied by the going rate for smuggler services, he calculated 
that the industry took in  $ 381.5 million to  $ 478.5 million annually, 
expressed in 2004 dollars. 

 The corporate structure of the coyotaje industry is both fractured 
and hierarchical, according to researchers Fuentes and Garc í a. At 
the top of the chain are the  patrones , the chief executives such as 
Amelia. They oversee divisions and departments with specialists in 
transportation and logistics, bribery, surveillance, marketing, banking 
procedures, and real estate. Travel packages usually involve the trip 
to and across the border, a stop at a safe house, then transportation to 
the ultimate destination. 

 At the bottom of the pyramid is the  baquet ó n  (a term for someone 
who is basically idle), a freelance marketing agent who hooks up 
would - be migrants with smuggling organizations for a fi nder ’ s fee. 

 The patrone often organizes charter buses, which hold as many 
as sixty passengers, to pick up clients from the interior of Mexico and 
transport them to the border, where they stay in hotels connected to 
the smuggling organization. There, the migrants are handed over 
to  gu í as  (guides), who physically escort the travelers across the bor-
der. The guides often work with  chequeadores  (spotters who monitor 
inspection points), sometimes using infrared night vision scopes and cell 
phones, the same technology used by the U.S. Border Patrol. 

 Once over the border, other company divisions take over. The 
 levant ó n  picks up the migrants and drives them to a drop house. 
Members of the smuggling groups often pack migrants into rented 
homes and make arrangements for clients to pay off their smuggling 
fees by having family members wire payments or make deposits in the 
coyotes ’  bank accounts. Once the money has been received, it ’ s time for 
the fi nal leg in the smuggling itinerary. Escorts take migrants from drop 
houses to bus stations or airports to travel to their fi nal destinations. 

 For smuggling businesses, overhead costs add up. Homes have to 
be rented, bus and plane tickets paid for, subcontractors compensated. 
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Amelia paid baquet ó nes about  $ 200 for each migrant delivered to 
the border, another  $ 300 for each person the gu í as successfully trans-
ported across, and  $ 200 to the levant ó nes for each client picked up. 

 The tanking economy and the bursting housing bubble provided 
a fi nancial break for smuggling companies. In late 2008, Phoenix, 
Arizona, investigators discovered that smugglers looking for drop 
houses were able to make inexpensive rental deals with homeowners 
eager to stave off foreclosures. 

 Not all the costs of running a smuggling business are fi nancial. 
Being associated with a black market enterprise and an outlaw cul-
ture is a risky undertaking. The cops who promised to assist Amelia 
after her husband was killed later turned against her and demanded a 
piece of the action. Smuggling is illegal in Mexico, and offi cials who 
allow it want to be paid for looking the other way. 

  “ We are any easy target for corrupt offi cials, more than drug 
dealers, ”  she said.  “ They don ’ t ask fees from drug smugglers. If they 
did, they ’ d be killed. With us, it ’ s like taking lollipops from a baby. ”  

 As we talked, a handsome man in a goatee and wearing shorts 
walked from the back of the house into the living room. He was 
Amelia ’ s second husband,  “ Marco, ”  the thirty - nine - year - old father 
of her toddler. Marco used to work for Amelia as a gu í a. He had 
fi rsthand experience with corrupt offi cials who would extort him, and 
he was justifi ably afraid of them. 

 More than once, he said, Mexican cops apprehended a group of 
migrants as he started to escort them across the border. The goal 
of the police, Marco explained, was to rob the guide. But unsure of 
who among the group was in charge, they beat people up until they 
fi gured out that he was the escort. They put him in a patrol car and 
called Amelia, his boss. Amelia drove to where they were being held 
and paid the police  $ 1,000 a head. 

 Then, said Marco, the police would release everyone, point them 
toward a safe area to cross the border, and wish them luck, saying, 
 “ Go through here. Be careful. ”  

 The full extent of bribery and corruption at checkpoints and inter-
national frontiers is unknown, but reports from humanitarian and 
human rights agencies indicate it is common. Around the world, 
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border guards ask for  “ expediting fees. ”  Cash payments often are 
folded into passports. Criminal networks have put migration control 
offi cials on their payrolls. In the United Kingdom, according to a 
parliamentary report, between 2000 and 2005 more than 700 allegations 
of corruption in the immigration system led to 409 investigations. 

 Along Europe ’ s eastern borders, where security has been beefed 
up, Slovakia and Poland have raised the pay of frontier police to 
make them less vulnerable to bribery. Slovakian guards have been 
provided with mountain - crossing motorbikes and motorized skis. 
But Interpol and other international police agencies suggest that the 
syndicates that smuggle migrants also might traffi c in drugs, giving 
them deep pockets to reach beyond low - level border patrol agents to 
middle management and above. Their efforts seem to be paying off. 
Migrants at the Beregsur á ny refugee camp in northern Hungary told 
reporters that for each one caught crossing the border, fi ve to ten get 
through. 

 On both sides of the U.S.–Mexico border, drug and migrant 
traffi ckers have paid off law enforcement offi cials, from small - town 
cops all the way up to the head of an FBI division. Border corrup-
tion is a growth enterprise. Between 2004 and 2006, American 
prosecutors charged at least two hundred public employees with 
helping to move narcotics or illegal immigrants across the U.S.–
Mexico border, a rate double that of previous years. By the summer 
of 2008, offi cials had at least two hundred open investigations into 
law enforcement employees working along the border. 

 Senior U.S. Border Patrol agents Mario Alvarez and Samuel 
McClaren helped launch a California program that jailed dozens of 
human smugglers. But when they showed up at headquarters, believ-
ing they were to receive an award, they themselves were arrested, and 
charged with releasing illegal immigrants from federal custody in 
exchange for cash. A fellow agent uncovered their scheme when he 
found their telephone numbers on a list in possession of a captured 
smuggler. 

 The take can be rewarding. Prosecutors believe Alvarez and 
McClaren received  $ 300,000 from smuggling networks. Another cor-
rupt offi cial, Richard Elizalda, a nine - year veteran of the Border Patrol, 
would wave through cars carrying migrants at his inspection lane 
at the San Ysidro port of entry near San Diego, earning as much as 
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 $ 1,000 per illegal immigrant, according to authorities. He would text -
 message human smugglers to let them know which inspection lane 
they should come through. At the time of his arrest, agents found 
 $ 36,760 in currency at Elizalda ’ s house, valuable jewelry, and expen-
sive cars — a 2005 BMW and a 2000 Lexus. 

 With the stakes so high, human smuggling has become literally a 
cutthroat business. Not long ago I accompanied Benny Pi ñ a, then 
a lieutenant with the Phoenix, Arizona, Police Department, when 
he rolled out to a crime scene on the outskirts of town. By the time he 
arrived, other members of the homicide squad had cordoned off 
the area, set up an air - conditioned command post as shelter from the 
103 - degree desert sun, and were ready to brief the boss. 

 The burly Phoenix cop, who was later promoted to the rank of 
commander, fi nished the remains of lunch, a Big Mac, and walked 
the fi fty feet to the police trailer, where eight homicide investigators 
and two civilians — members of the crime scene detail — crowded around 
to summarize what the police knew. 

  “ The victim is an Hispanic male. Appears to be twenty - fi ve to 
thirty - fi ve years old. Maybe fi ve - nine. A hundred and sixty to a hundred 
and eighty. Looks like he ’ s been there a few days, ”  said a sergeant, 
reading from notes. 

 A transient looking for metal along the dry riverbed had discov-
ered the bloated corpse. The dead man was lying on his back, his arms 
pinned underneath him, his wrists bound together by handcuffs. 

 A detective suggested that a helicopter be called in to survey 
the scene from the air and take pictures. Two plainclothes offi cers 
from Immigration and Customs Enforcement, wearing the uniform 
favored by many federal agents — blue jeans and casual, untucked 
shirts — stood in the circle taking notes on white tablets. Because a 
third of all murders committed in Phoenix involve migrants as either 
victims or perpetrators, the Phoenix Police Department had ten ICE 
agents embedded with them, working violent crimes. 

 The basic facts noted, the group left the cool comfort of the trailer 
and hiked a hundred yards or so over hot rocks to where the body lay 
at the bottom of a short, sandy rise. The dead man wore a white shirt, 
his chest area soaked with blood. Two investigators stepped over the 
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yellow tape marking the crime scene and carefully walked around 
the body looking for footprints, noting a nearby shell casing and 
blood splattered on nearby shrubs. 

 Pi ñ a deduced what had likely happened. There was no evidence 
of a struggle. Nothing to indicate that the body had been dragged. 
The man ’ s wallet was untouched. Credit cards and cash remained 
inside it. So rule out robbery as a motive. ICE fi les showed the victim 
was a Mexican citizen who had been a one  time driver for a human 
smuggling ring. The victim had been walked out to the spot and shot. 
This was an execution. Another one. 

  “ Probably feuding smugglers, ”  Pi ñ a told me before heading off to 
another homicide scene.  “ Who knows if he ’ s dabbling in drug opera-
tions as well?   Clearly someone wanted him dead for retaliatory 
purposes because he wasn ’ t robbed. ”  

 The old Wild West lives on. Northwest of Phoenix, in the one-
time gold mining town of Wickenburg, an old mesquite tree just 
behind the Circle K downtown is supposed to have once served as a 
city lockup. According to legend, nineteenth - century outlaws would 
be chained to the tree before being carted off to the big city jail in 
Phoenix. In the new Wild West, the intersection where the tree stands 
has become a well - traveled route by today ’ s lawmen and lawwomen, 
patrolling roads commonly used by smugglers moving their human 
cargoes from stash houses in Phoenix to Las Vegas or Los Angeles. 

 Sheriffs ’  deputies and federal agents are on the lookout for vans 
or cars fi lled with people; the cops call them  “ loads. ”  But in recent 
years, law enforcement has been competing with other hunters of 
vehicles that fi t the profi le — a new breed of highway robbers known 
as  bajadores.  Bandits from rival smuggling organizations are kidnap-
ping migrants and extorting money from their relatives. 

 In one eighteen - week period in early 2007, police and federal 
agents came across seventy cases in which smugglers tried to rip off 
competitors. 

  “ We ’ re seeing that the smugglers in the desert will try to hijack a 
load. They shoot fi rst, they ’ ll shoot the driver, ”  explained ICE offi cial 
Alonzo Pe ñ a. 

  “ We ’ ve had them involved in attempting to do carjackings at gun-
point, ”  he said.  “ We ’ ve had them forcing them off the road, causing 
accidents. We ’ ve had them involved in home invasions. And these 
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drop houses, we ’ ve had everything from where they pull people ’ s 
fi ngernails out to make them — to force them to make phone calls 
to their families to send money, to putting guns to people ’ s heads and 
in their mouths, to pistol - whipping them, to forcing some of the 
women that are being held to have sex with the smugglers. ”  

 Pe ñ a described a case in which migrants had been held for a month. 
  “ When the offi cers arrived to make entry, the people were in 

the kitchen getting food. The offi cers were telling them to drop every-
thing and put their hands up. People wouldn ’ t let go of the food 
because they hadn ’ t been fed. One person said he had been in the 
house for over thirty days and all he was given while he was there was 
bean broth and a tortilla a day. ”  

 Similar heartrending stories about smugglers and their human 
freight are repeated throughout the world. Many of the trips end in 
tragedy. Smugglers stuff their wares into dangerous boats, trucks, and 
vans, often abandoning them at any sign of trouble. Migrants smug-
gled across the U.S. border with Mexico and from France to England 
through the Channel Tunnel have suffocated in the backs of trucks. 
Hundreds of migrants have drowned in ramshackle boats attempting to 
cross the Strait of Gibraltar, trying to make it from the coast of West 
Africa to the Spanish - owned Canary Islands, or to the tiny Italian island 
of Lampedusa, midway between Sicily and North Africa. Smuggling 
routes vary according to where obstacles are placed. When Moroccan 
offi cials aggressively moved to prevent sub - Saharan migrants from 
coming through their country, smugglers used alternative pathways 
farther south, in Mauritania or Senegal. As enforcement tightened 
around the Canary Islands and off the coast of Italy, increasing num-
bers of migrants, with the help of smugglers, have tried to make it to 
Europe through Greek Islands in the Aegean Sea or Evros in north-
western Greece. 

 The stories of persistent migration in the face of tragedy highlight 
the desperation many migrants feel. Nigerians who made it to Spain 
told me they and their families had sold everything so they could 
make the trip. They had put their lives in the hands of smugglers who 
along the journey handed them off from one gang to another. 

 In Madrid, the Spanish capital, many were living on the streets 
or in shelters, relying on charity. One man, Emmanuel, said it had 
taken him almost fi ve years to make the two - thousand - mile exodus 
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from Nigeria through the Sahara and across the Strait of Gibraltar. 
He seemed pained to remember what he had witnessed coming 
through the desert. 

  “ I hear many story and I see many bones, ”  he said.  “ Human bones 
that die. Their skeletons, there on the ground. Many, many people 
died. I cried. ”  

 Some of the Africans were walking investments. They had been 
given money by relatives who had raised it by selling off family plots 
of land. The understanding was that once the migrants had made it 
to Europe and found jobs, they would send back cash payments. The 
cash they had been given went for smuggling fees. The going rate in 
2007 for a dangerous, twenty - four - hour - long trip on a fi shing boat 
across the Strait of Gibraltar was about  $ 1,500 per person. 

 For centuries, the narrow band of water has been an intersection 
of culture and warfare. It now marks a front line in Europe ’ s strug-
gle against illegal immigration. At Europe ’ s southwestern tip, near an 
ancient fortress once used to ward off invaders, Spanish border police 
now use high - tech surveillance systems to look toward Africa and spe-
cifi cally to Morocco, on the continent ’ s northwestern corner. 

 From the industrial Moroccan port city of Tangiers, regular fer-
ries shuttle back and forth. It takes about an hour for the nine - mile 
crossing, a popular day trip for tourists who can leave Europe in the 
morning, spend the day in Africa, then return. For European - bound 
Africans, visa requirements make travel much more problematic. 

 In 2007, a Moroccan human rights activist took me and my 
associates to a forest near Tangiers. He asked us not to reveal the 
exact location. On the way, we stopped to pick up supplies of medi-
cine, cigarettes, and food. We drove from the coastal route inland, 
then up a mountainous road. We pulled over and parked. My col-
league Saul Gonzalez agreed to stay with the car. Cameraman Jim 
Van Vranken and I hiked uphill about a quarter of a mile into the 
woods. Waiting for us was a man in his thirties named Hamidou, 
who greeted me as if I had come to a meeting in his home, which 
in a sense we had. Hamidou was hiding out from border police with 
fi fty - seven other people. Moroccan gendarmes were making sweeps 
through nearby areas, and Hamidou was worried that he and his com-
patriots would be arrested and deported. All of them had trekked, 
with the help of smugglers, from the impoverished African nation 
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of Mali. Hamidou ’ s clothes were ragged, his shoes almost detached 
from their soles. He and the others, waiting for a chance to cross 
into Europe, fed themselves by looking for scraps in a nearby village 
and by begging. 

 He told us,   “ On n’oublie d é s fois que nous sommes des humains. ”   
(Sometimes we forget that we ’ re humans. We ’ re in the forest like 
animals.) 

 Hamidou said they were stuck, afraid that if they went home, 
they ’ d be killed. 

 He said,   “ Y’a pas de solution. ”   (There ’ s no solution.)  “ Everywhere 
in Africa, there ’ s war, famine. We ’ re trapped. ”  

 Returning to his homeland was out of the question, and he 
couldn ’ t get into Europe because of stepped - up border enforcement. 
When we returned down the hillside to the car, Jim and I found Saul 
being interrogated by the gendarmes. He had told them that his asso-
ciates had hiked away, and the cops had sent a search party to look for 
us in the direction he said we ’ d gone — downhill. 

 My guess was that Hamidou and his friends would soon be dis-
covered and probably deported. The Moroccans, with European 
assistance, were improving their ability to seal the border, but they 
were not stopping illegal migration. Migrants were simply adopt-
ing different strategies and planning alternate routes. As long as the 
potential rewards at the end of the journey seemed even remotely 
possible, the lure of the promised land was encouragement enough 
for the exodus to continue.           

c06.indd   116c06.indd   116 3/12/10   10:40:26 AM3/12/10   10:40:26 AM



 117

C H A P T E R        7

     “ We Rely Heavily
on Immigrant Labor ”           

 Lindsay, California, a dusty speck of a town equidistant between 
Los Angeles and San Francisco, may seem like an unlikely desti-

nation for a modern - day Exodus. But for the past couple of decades, 
this quiet, rural community, bumped up against the foothills of the 
Sierra Nevada, has been the chosen destination for migrants arriving 
from the same tiny Mexican village of Las Tortugas (The Turtles) in 
the western Mexican state of Michoac á n. Relatives and friends have 
followed one another north, stealthily crossing the border to fi nd 
work in the packing sheds and groves of olive and citrus trees that 
ring the area. Many of the former residents of  “ Turtleland, ”  as some 
of the younger Lindsay inhabitants refer to their parents ’  hometown, 
have settled, bought homes, raised their own families, and in some 
cases started businesses. The new colonizers contributed to Lindsay ’ s 
population growth, which, between 1990 and 2007, increased by 
28 percent, to a modest 10,652. 

 Lindsay life is based on the citrus industry. Drive by the groves, 
and as you enter the town, you pass the Orangewood Manor trailer 
park, next to the Orangewood Apartments, not far from the local 
watering hole, the Orange Bar. At the end of each April, as the deli-
ciously sweet aroma wafting from thousands of acres of orange groves 
scents the air, Lindsay stages its Orange Blossom Festival and parade. 
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During harvest times, tractor trailers loaded with containers brimming 
with tangelos and oranges lumber through the country roads toward 
the packing houses, staffed mostly by Latinas, women who grade and 
box the produce for shipment around the world. 

 Located at the southeastern end of California ’ s agriculture -
 rich four - hundred - mile - long Central Valley, the counties around 
Lindsay — Tulare and Fresno — are the most prolifi c producers of 
agricultural commodities in the United States. That distinction is 
made possible by two precious and plentiful resources that come 
to the area from far distances — water from the north and workers 
from the south. 

 Migration is nothing new to Lindsay. On an outside wall of a 
Lindsay packing shed owned by the LoBue Brothers, a citrus company 
started by Italian migrants in 1934, a colorful mural shows a group of 
grim - faced men hoping to get work as orange pickers. They are stand-
ing next to a hand - lettered sign reading tramps wanted. The men 
depicted in the painting were  “ Arkies ”  and  “ Okies, ”  the so - called 
fruit tramps of the Great Depression and Dust Bowl era. During the 
1930s, Harvest Gypsies, as John Steinbeck called them, swarmed into 
California farmlands looking for work. They were among succes-
sive waves of itinerant laborers — Mexicans, Irish, Chinese, Japanese, 
Filipinos, Armenians, and others — who over the past 150 years have 
passed through California ’ s great Central Valley, working to put food 
on America ’ s tables and on their own. 

  “ The Border Patrol used to hit the Mexican theater every week-
end! ”  recalled Maggie Cerros, a former farm worker who moved to 
Lindsay from Arizona in 1966. Cerros, a resident of the once - grand 
Mount Whitney Hotel, now a retirement home, said migrant farm-
hands would come into town to go to the movies and the nearby 
Laundromat. Knowing where to fi nd them, immigration authorities 
would park their buses and conduct raids.  “ They used to just hit 
Lindsay, ”  she said. 

 Adjacent to the old LoBue Brothers packing house and mural is 
the new Sweet Brier Plaza. Most of the time, the plaza is a pleasant, 
open space and promenade. But each Friday evening, as the site 
of a farmers ’  market and community street fair, it is transformed, as if 
a Mexican village square has been transported to central California. 
Stalls offer bags of roasted  cacahuetes  (peanuts), CDs of Mexican 
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ballads, jewelry, T - shirts, balloons, pizzas, nachos, and enchiladas. 
Ranchero music blares from loudspeakers. Farm workers out for the 
evening, many of them wearing white cowboy hats, stand around 
watching children run into and out of water fountains. 

 Despite the agricultural bounty it produces, seasonal work and 
low pay make Lindsay one of the poorest places in the country. In 
2000, a third of its population lived below the poverty level. Boarded - up 
stores and vacant lots mark Lindsay as a waypoint for transient farm 
workers. They can send money home to Mexico from the cheap 
jewelry and furniture shops that also wire cash through the Ria Envios, 
AFEX, or Giromex currency exchange networks that store owners run 
as franchises. And when work dies down in the orange groves, farm-
hands head north to Watsonville and Stockton to pick berries, then 
up to Washington State for the apple harvest. 

 Lindsay is a perfect example of the industrialized world ’ s reliance 
on migrant workers. Not only for the food, nutrition, and sustenance 
their labor provides, but also as raw materials for the economic 
engines that drive the gross domestic product and international 
trade. For each agricultural employee (who is more likely than 
not to be a migrant) at least one other job is created, not to men-
tion the direct business benefi t to the fi rms that use the migrants. In 
the grocery stores of the United States, some 80 percent of the fresh 
oranges are grown, packed, and shipped largely by migrant workers in 
California.

 

 Mar í a de Lourdes L ó pez is small, so it takes her longer than some of 
the other workers to move her aluminum ladder from one orange tree 
into the next, climb up, clip the fruit, fi ll the sack hanging from her 
neck, then back down, empty the bag into a fi eld bin, and repeat the 
process. The harvest techniques have changed little over the decades. 
The bags are vinyl instead of canvas, the ladders are metal not wood, 
the large wooden bins have been replaced by plastic ones, and the 
migrants tend to be Mexicans like Mar í a instead of Okies. 

 Harvesting citrus is labor - intensive, and the pace can be exhausting. 
Timing is everything for growers and workers. The farmers want to 
get fresh products to market. For their employees, the faster they 
empty their sacks, the more money they make. So pickers move 
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quickly, climbing up and down, cutting the green stalks with tiny blades 
wrapped around their gloved fi ngers. Some workers can make up to 
 $ 100 in a seven - hour day. Mar í a is lucky if she clears  $ 30. 

 In 2008, at age twenty - eight, Mar í a de Lourdes L ó pez left Las 
Tortugas in Mexico to get to Lindsay. Her goals were simple: to reunite 
with aunts, uncles, and brothers, and to fi nd a job — picking oranges 
or working in a packing house. 

 Mar í a lives adjacent to an orange grove on the outskirts of town in 
a trailer she shares with her thirty - four - year - old brother Antonio (also 
a farm worker), his wife, and their three children. 

 In risking her life to seek a new one, Mar í a left behind friends 
and relatives. She quit a dead - end job at a Mexican plastics factory and 
left a poor, rural area whose chief exports are U.S. - bound migrants. 
The state relies heavily on the production of corn, which, like other 
farmers in the area, the L ó pez family used to grow on their small 
plot of land. They sold the corn locally, but in the 1990s, corn prices 
plummeted, and the family couldn ’ t make a living. 

  “ We couldn ’ t sell the corn, so we just grew it for our own family, ”  
explained Antonio.  “ There was so much competition. Corn was coming 
in from other places, and we couldn ’ t compete, so we stopped growing 
crops to sell. ”  

 Family members moved north. Marí a’s own trip was harrowing. 
A representative of a smuggling business arranged for her to take a 
two - day bus ride along with forty other would - be migrants from Las 
Tortugas to Sonoyta, a border town on the edge of the Sonoran desert. 
At a hotel, the group met a guide who escorted them to the border 
and had them climb over the fence.  “ We walked in a line very fast, ”  
she said.  “ There were lots of bushes and cactus needles. We walked 
all night. ”  

 When members of the group heard U.S. Border Patrol agents, 
the guide told them to hide under trees and behind rocks. But when 
they emerged from their hiding place, the guide was nowhere to be 
seen. He ’ d run away. Eventually, she and the others were picked up 
by the Border Patrol, taken to Nogales, Arizona, and deported back 
into Mexico. 

 They quickly met up with another guide who took them across 
the border and through the desert.  “ I was scared, ”  she said.  “ We walked 
for fi ve days. There were snakes. ”  They made it to a country road, 
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where a van picked them up and drove them to a safe house in 
Phoenix. Her brother met her there, loaned her  $ 1,400 to pay off the 
coyote, and drove her to central California. 

 Of all the migrant - dependent industries, in the consciousness of 
many Americans, coal mines, garment factories, and farms are close 
rivals for fi rst place in their historic mistreatment of immigrant laborers. 
Edward R. Murrow ’ s scathing depiction of farm workers ’  lives in his 
1960 documentary  “ Harvest of Shame ”  set a standard by which sub-
sequent expos é s of working conditions came to be judged.  “ Workers 
in the sweatshops of the soil, ”  Murrow proclaimed. 

 The treatment of migrant farm workers is a global issue. The use 
of migrants in agriculture has increased with the dramatic fl ight of 
people from rural to urban areas. That mass movement reached a 
momentous milestone in 2008, when, for the fi rst time in the history 
of the world, more people lived in cities than in the countryside. The 
departure of potential working - age farmhands raised the demand for 
migrant workers. To perform seasonal labor, European fruit and 
vegetable growers, faced with stiff international competition, turned 
to increasing numbers of what the United Nations has called  “ semi -
 legal foreigners ”  from North and West Africa and the poorer countries 
of eastern and southeastern Europe. Often, workers are hired for 
the day and paid by the piece with housing and transportation costs 
deducted from their wages. 

 In the United States, farmers worry that if immigration crackdowns 
intensify, they won ’ t be able to rely on people like Mar í a to pick their 
crops. In 150 years of industrial agriculture, fears about the conse-
quences of immigration politics are as much a part of the business as 
concerns about weather and pests. And although they ’ ve fought hard 
battles, farmers have maintained the upper hand in preserving the 
supply of cheap labor. 

 Even according to offi cial reports by the U.S. Department of 
Labor, America ’ s vast army of migrant farm workers consists mostly 
of illegal immigrants from Mexico. 

  “ Nobody ’ s trying to argue that we want to bring in illegal aliens, 
make them stay, and put them into forced indentured servitude. 
That ’ s not the objective of an industry like ours, ”  explained Joel 
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Nelsen, president of California Citrus Mutual, a trade association 
that bills itself as the  “ voice of the citrus grower. ”  

 California farmers say they have little choice in hiring because 
only migrants apply for farm work at the wages they offer. They insist 
they can ’ t pay more because they have to compete with the low food 
prices of foreign competitors. 

  “ Our average payroll runs about  $ 10 to  $ 13 an hour. It ’ s a good -
 paying job. These people want to come in here and work and then go 
home. We simply want to give them that opportunity, ”  said Nelsen, 
explaining that few legal residents apply for the jobs.  “ The domestic 
California individual is not willing to work in agriculture harvesting 
oranges. ”  

 Not surprisingly, immigrants are overrepresented in the U.S. labor 
force. While more than 37 million foreign-born residents accounted 
for 12.5 percent of the population, they made up 15.4 percent of the 
labor force, according to 2008 Census Bureau fi gures. Even though 
the survey was compiled before October 2009, when U.S. unemploy-
ment rates offi cially hit double digits, the statistics nonetheless refl ect 
the tremendous workload shouldered by migrants—as part of a labor 
force in which nearly one in six workers was foreign-born. The num-
bers also refl ect the comparative industriousness of the foreign-born:  
of all migrants over age sixteen in the United States, the vast major-
ity (63.4 percent) was working in 2008. That compared to less than 
half—49.4 percent—of native-born American adults who were in the 
U.S. labor force. The census fi gures have no separate category for 
illegal immigrants, but do distinguish between citizen and nonciti-
zen migrants. Noncitizens are more prevalent than either native-born 
or naturalized citizens in America’s farming, fi shing, service, con-
struction, and transportation industries. Foreign-born U.S. citizens 
are more likely to have professional and management jobs than non-
citizen migrants. As for their region of origin, migrants from Europe 
and Asia are nearly twice as prevalent in white-collar jobs as workers 
from Mexico and Latin America, who are more likely to be engaged 
in manual labor.

Until fairly recently, businesses that rely heavily on illegal migrants 
were reluctant to go public about the issue. The most outspoken i ndustry 
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has long been agriculture because of farmers ’  strong belief, rooted in 
experience, that politicians sympathize with their need for ready access 
to cheap migrant labor. In 2001 I interviewed Bob Vice, an avocado 
grower from Fallbrook, near San Diego, who at the time was president 
of the National Council of Agricultural Employers. Vice was candid 
about illegal migrants working in the fi elds. 

  “ Well, our best guesstimate based on a lot of different information 
is somewhere around 80 percent, ”  he said.  “ It could be 85 percent. 
But we believe that there ’ s at least in that neighborhood of people 
that are currently working in agriculture who are working with 
fraudulent documents. ”  

 Since then, increasing numbers of employers in various indus-
tries have come out of the closet to join their agricultural brethren. 
Regulatory fi lings contain stark admissions. Public companies 
required to disclose annually to the U.S. Securities and Exchange 
Commission (SEC) any  “ risk factors ”  they face include worries about 
immigration laws. 

  “ In Texas, we rely heavily on immigrant labor, ”  reported the 
Sterling Construction Company in 2008. Sterling builds roads, bridges, 
and water systems in Texas and Nevada. In 2007 it grossed  $ 306 million. 
 “ Any adverse changes to existing laws and regulations or changes in 
enforcement requirements or practices applicable to employment of 
immigrants could negatively impact the availability and cost of the 
skilled personnel and labor we need, particularly in Texas. ”  

 Infosys Technologies, which imports high - tech workers, mostly 
from India, was equally blunt:  “ Restrictions on immigration may 
affect our ability to compete for and provide services to clients in the 
United States, which could hamper our growth and cause our rev-
enues to decline. ”  

 And a garment manufacturer in Los Angeles, American Apparel, 
whose owner, Dov Charney, an eccentric Canadian who has advocated 
looser immigration rules, similarly told the SEC,  “ American Apparel 
relies heavily on immigrant labor, and changes in immigration laws or 
enforcement actions or investigations under such laws could signifi -
cantly adversely affect American Apparel ’ s labor force, manufacturing 
capabilities, operations, and fi nancial results. ”  The March 2008 fi ling 
also disclosed that the company, with fi fty - six hundred workers in 
its Los Angeles factory, had been under investigation by the Bureau 
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of Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE), a fact that could 
scare off workers and  “ result in manufacturing and other delays. ”  In 
late September 2009, the company announced the fi ring of eighteen 
hundred workers after U.S. immigration authorities found irregularities 
in the identifi cation documents they presented when they were hired. 
One of the laid - off employees told a reporter,  “ I ’ m going to have to 
go to one of those sweatshop companies where I ’ m going to get paid 
under the table. ”  

 One visible symbol of America ’ s reliance on its migrant work-
force has particularly riled modern - day restrictionists. On any given 
day around the country, street corners and sidewalks outside home 
improvement stores become outdoor labor markets. Men, most of 
them illegal migrants from Mexico and Central America, stand 
around hoping to get picked up by contractors or homeowners 
and be put to work painting, putting up drywall, or mowing lawns. 
Dozens of communities have even established offi cial worker centers 
where laborers can gather. In 2006, a nationwide survey indicated 
that more than 117,000 workers either had or were looking for day 
labor employment. 

 As the economy sank and the demand for their services diminished, 
many migrant day laborers gave up and returned home. Still, even in 
places where anti - immigrant tensions were rising and laws were mul-
tiplying, many employers were undeterred. In 2008, as I interviewed 
workers at a day labor center in Phoenix, Ken Hanish drove up in an 
SUV and hired a man for landscaping work. Hanish was offering  $ 10 
to  $ 12 an hour, no papers needed. 

  “ They ’ re good workers, ”  Hanish told me, the engine idling 
after his new employee had climbed into the back seat.  “ They ’ re 
Christian people. I want to support their families and so on. I don ’ t 
get involved in the immigration issue. That ’ s for the politicians to 
wrangle about. All I ’ m concerned about is getting what I want 
done. ”  Then he drove off. 

 The casual employment of plentiful migrant workers is an 
American mainstay. Disregard for such niceties as obeying hiring 
laws, checking documents, and fi lling out Employment Eligibility 
Verifi cation forms has been a recurring source of embarrassment for 
a number of people in public life who have demonstrated that expe-
dience, habit, and hypocrisy so often trump immigration regulations: 
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  In 1993, President Clinton ’ s nomination of Judge Zoe Baird for 
attorney general was derailed after it became known that she 
hired illegal immigrants as household employees. Clinton then 
nominated lawyer Kimba Wood, who also withdrew because of 
an illegal migrant - babysitter issue.  
  Commentator Linda Chavez, former president George W. Bush ’ s 
pick for labor secretary in 2001, backed out after revelations that 
she had provided free room and board to an illegal immigrant.  
  In 2004, the former New York police commissioner Bernard 
Kerik withdrew as Bush ’ s pick for homeland security secretary 
after it turned out that he had hired an illegal immigrant.  
  Michael Chertoff, the man who got the homeland security 
secretary job, hired a Maryland cleaning company that used illegal 
immigrants to clean his house.  
  One of Chertoff ’ s top deputies, Lorraine Henderson, a federal 
offi cial responsible for immigration law enforcement in three 
New England states, resigned after being accused of hiring a 
Brazilian maid whom she reportedly counseled,  “ You have to be 
careful   ’  cause they will deport you. ”   
  President Obama ’ s Treasury secretary, Michael Geithner, employed 
a housekeeper whose legal status expired while she worked 
for him.  
  Even Tom Tancredo, the bombastic former Colorado congress-
man whose aborted 2008 campaign for president was based on 
ridding America of the  “ scourge ”  of illegal immigration and the 
 “ cult of multiculturalism, ”  was accused of using illegal immigrants 
for home renovations in 2002. Tancredo said he was not responsi-
ble for checking the immigration status of people who worked 
for the company he hired.  “ I haven ’ t the foggiest idea how many 
people I may have hired in the past as taxi drivers, as waiters, 
waitresses, home improvement people . . . may have been here 
illegally, and it is not my job to ask, ”  he insisted.  
  Then there was the case that epitomized irony, a particularly 
juicy example of a double standard. In 2007, executives with 
the Golden State Fence Company, which had built fences at 
immigration jails, a Border Patrol station, and the U.S.–Mexico 
border, were fi ned and sentenced to home imprisonment for 
hiring at least fi fteen illegal immigrants.    

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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 Not to be outdone, across the pond, British offi cials admitted that 
they had found thousands of illegal immigrants working in govern-
ment jobs as janitors and as security guards. One illegal immigrant 
managed a team of cleaners at the U.K. Border Agency.  “ How can the 
agency in charge of border security lecture business about employing 
illegal immigrants when it cannot even get its own house in order? ”  
questioned the opposition spokesman after one 2008 occurrence. 

 Perhaps the answer to the question is best refl ected in offi cial 
statements that refl ect the priorities and attitudes of both countries ’  
employers. Consider two parallel declarations, the fi rst from the 
George W. Bush White House, the second from the government 
of former British prime minister Tony Blair: 

    “  Immigrants are a critical part of the U.S. workforce and contribute 
to productivity growth and technological advancement. They 
make up 15% of all workers and even larger shares of certain 
occupations such as construction, food services, and health care. ”   
   “ The Treasury estimates that migration contributed around 15 – 20 
percent to growth between 2001 and 2005. Migration increases 
investment, innovation, and entrepreneurship in the UK and is 
central to developing a high - value economy. Similarly, the ability 
to hire workers from abroad is important in making the UK an 
attractive business environment for fi rms. ”     

 Signifi cantly, neither statement made any distinction between legal 
and illegal immigrants. The declarations were simply unvarnished pro-
business, pro - migrant axioms. 

 Since ancient times, warfare, international trade, commerce, and 
banking have helped create an ever - growing global marketplace for 
labor, beginning with the fi rst systems of international labor migration, 
slavery. Often captured as wartime bounty by conquering raiders and 
pillagers, on every continent slaves were essential building blocks of 
empires and societies. 

 For the early European colonizers of the New World, particu-
larly the English, settling America was, in large part, a business 
venture. Many colonies were established as private corporations. 

•

•
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But landowners needed workers, a need they fi lled by importing 
indentured servants from the old country. Their timing was ripe. With 
Europe in turmoil, wracked by war and economic dislocation, peasants 
and serfs were being driven from their lands. Selling themselves into 
bondage to become America ’ s fi rst migrant laborers was an escape. Of 
all the colonial white immigrants between 1580 and 1775, more than 
half came as indentured servants who had agreed to provide several 
years of labor in exchange for passage, food, protection, and eventual 
landownership. 

 Colonial development was a labor - intensive undertaking. The 
increasing production of such commodities as tobacco, cotton, sugar, 
rice, and indigo required a growing workforce. As the needs of colonies 
rose, landowners found themselves with a labor shortage. Their 
solution was to turn to the world ’ s fi rst multinational corporations, 
slave trading companies owned by British, Dutch, Portuguese, and 
American interests. They could deliver captive African slaves who 
would be much cheaper than European servants. 

 The new American nation saw little other recorded migration 
until about 1820, when European industrialization, combined 
with the end of feudalism, unshackled peasants. No longer were 
they tied to the land. They could seek new opportunities in a rap-
idly globalizing world. Within decades, millions of people who 
had never before ventured beyond their villages traveled on new 
railways, roads, and canals. Instead of risking their lives aboard sail-
boats, they could cross oceans on steamers. Through new methods 
of communication — newspapers, mail, and telegraph — they learned 
that land was relatively cheap and that America ’ s own Industrial 
Revolution was creating increased demands for workers in factories 
and mines, in construction, and on farms and railroads. The scale 
of emigration from Europe between 1846 and 1924 was enormous. 
Substantial proportions of the European population moved away. 
The British Isles lost 41 percent of their population. Thirty - six percent 
of Norwegians left their country. Twenty - two percent of the Swedish 
population emigrated. 

 The dramatic numbers of migrants to the United States prompted 
angry reactions from nativists, who looked down on  “ inferior races ”  
and who felt that cheaper immigrant workers were depressing labor 
rates. The most notorious of the anti - immigrant crusades was the 
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Know Nothing movement of the 1850s, which had a strong dislike of 
migrants in general and Catholics in particular. Although it fell apart 
as a result of factions fi ghting over slavery, its spirit lived on toward 
the end of the century in the form of powerful anti - Asian forces. 
They had so much political muscle that they were able to persuade 
Congress in 1882 to enact the Chinese Exclusion Act, which banned 
immigration from China and prevented Chinese residents of the 
United States from becoming citizens. 

 Migration to the United States peaked at about the turn of the 
century. Between 1891 and 1920, twenty - seven million people came 
from Europe, particularly from southern and eastern Europe. 

 At the same time, a custom of migration from Mexico was 
beginning. We tend to think of Mexican migration as a contemporary 
phenomenon, but it has a long tradition, spurred to a large extent by 
the expansion of railroads. In the decades spanning the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries, railroad companies developed extensive net-
works throughout the United States and Mexico. By 1890, all forty - eight 
U.S. states or territories had been linked up to the Mexican rail system. 
Not only were American railways sources of employment for many 
Mexican migrants, they also carried job seekers from the country-
side and villages of Mexico to the fi elds, mines, and factories of the 
United States. In particular, the rapid economic development of 
the Southwest created a growing demand for cheap labor. 

 At the same time, political changes in Mexico also stimulated 
migration. President Porfi rio D í az, intent on industrialization, 
worked to dismantle an ancient system of landownership. His efforts 
left 97 percent of rural peasants landless by 1910. As the tides of 
opportunity dropped in Mexico and rose in the United States, 
Mexicans began crossing the border in large numbers. Between 
1880 and 1929 as many as three million Mexicans migrated to the 
United States. 

 The U.S. reliance on Mexican labor has been persistent. Many of the 
children of early migrants crossed the border decades later to work in 
the United States under the bracero program (from the Spanish word 
 brazo , meaning arm). On a 1993 trip to a Mexican village to report on 
illegal migration, I spoke to one person after another who told me 
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how migrants from the town were following a pattern established 
by uncles, fathers, and grandfathers. 

 (The custom has had dramatic consequences. Fully a tenth of 
Mexico ’ s population — that is, people born in Mexico — resides in the 
United States. Of the approximately 12.7 million Mexicans living in 
the United States in 2008, the Pew Hispanic Center estimated that 
55 percent were in the country illegally.) 

 Many of the same forces that propelled migration to the United 
States played out elsewhere around the globe. Western Europe 
became an attractive destination after World War II with the rise of a 
consumer society and high economic growth. The United Kingdom 
drew hundreds of thousands of settlers from Commonwealth coun-
tries in the West Indies and the Indian subcontinent. France and 
Germany made fateful decisions to import workers from Algeria, 
Turkey, and Yugoslavia. Migrant laborers (known by the Germans as 
 Gastarbeiter  — guest workers) were expected to return home when the 
work was done. But things didn ’ t quite turn out that way, and instead, 
hundreds of thousands of Muslims settled in. 

 In the Middle East, the recession that followed the oil shock of 1973 
altered migration patterns. Oil - rich Persian Gulf states brought foreign 
workers from Arab and Asian countries. In southern Europe, nations 
such as Greece, Portugal, and Spain, which had long exported workers, 
became more prosperous after joining the European Community in 
the 1980s and also started attracting migrants. 

 In the United States, the number of immigrants as a percentage 
of the population more than doubled in four decades. In 1970, 
migrants made up just 4.7 percent of the total population, the lowest 
share since 1850, when the United States census fi rst asked about 
birthplaces.

In 2008, foreign-born residents of the United States constituted 
12.5 percent of the population, even though many Americans were 
under the mistaken impression that it was much higher. Asked what 
proportion of the U.S. population were immigrants, the average 
estimate of a thousand Americans surveyed in a 2009 national poll 
was 35 percent. The actual percentage of immigrants is lower than 
it was 1890, when the foreign-born constituted 14.8 percent of the 
U.S. population.   To put that into perspective, to reach the equivalent 
of the 1890 foreign - born population today would take an increase in 
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the number of migrants equal to all the inhabitants of the cities of Los 
Angeles and Chicago. 

 As the debate over immigration has intensifi ed, think tanks, offi cial 
number - crunchers, and activists of various stripes have issued reports and 
argued over the value of migrants, trying to calculate whether they are 
fi nancial burdens or benefi ts to society. That terrain is well plowed, and 
beyond the parameters of this book. However the fi gures add up, there 
can be little argument that on the plus side of the ledger, their value is 
immense. 

  “ The absence of the estimated 1.4 million undocumented immi-
grants in Texas in fi scal 2005 would have been a loss to our gross state 
product of  $ 17.7 billion, ”  wrote Republican Carole Keeton Strayhorn, 
a former Texas comptroller, in December 2006.  “ Undocumented 
immigrants produced  $ 1.58 billion in state revenues, which exceeded 
the  $ 1.16 billion in state services they received. ”  

 A think tank at Rutgers, the State University of New Jersey, took 
a similar tack, but in a more lyrical way — and it didn ’ t differentiate 
between legal and non - legal migrants:  “ New Jersey ’ s immigrants are 
so essential to its economy that if you did the thought experiment of 
subtracting their work, you ’ d fi nd that New Jersey itself would grind 
to a halt. ”  

 Similarly, in New York in 2007, the Fiscal Policy Institute, a liberal 
think tank backed by public employee unions, issued a 121 - page 
report,  “ Working for a Better Life, ”  as part of a project titled Truth 
about Immigrants. Intending to  “ portray realistically the overall role 
of immigrants in the New York economy ”  during what it described 
as a time of  “ political frenzy ”  around immigration issues, the report 
rather unglamorously declared that (1)  “ Immigrants contribute broadly 
to the New York economy, ”  and (2)  “ Over time, immigrants become 
part of our communities. ”  

 But going beyond the obvious, the report also offered statistical 
snapshots, fi nding that in New York City, where 37 percent of resi-
dents are foreign - born, immigrants  “ make up a quarter of all CEOs, 
half of accountants, a third of offi ce clerks, a third of receptionists, 
and half of building cleaners. ”  The survey showed that in the down-
state suburbs of Nassau, Putnam, Rockland, Suffolk, and Westchester 
counties, nursing was the occupation with the largest number of 
immigrants, and that in upstate New York, immigrants accounted for 

c07.indd   130c07.indd   130 3/12/10   10:41:35 AM3/12/10   10:41:35 AM



 “WE RELY HEAVILY ON IMMIGRANT LABOR”  131

20 percent of college professors and an estimated 80 percent of seasonal 
farm workers. 

 Those numbers may not be surprising in the state where 
the Statue of Liberty, dubbed by the poet Emma Lazarus as the 
 “ Mother of Exiles, ”  has stood since 1886 as a welcoming beacon 
and a symbol of mass migration. 

 In the monument’s shadows are the brick and limestone build-
ings of the old Ellis Island Immigration Center, a fi tting emblem of 
America ’ s inconsistent immigration policies. Opened in 1892 during 
the era of mass European migration, it processed millions of passen-
gers. After restrictive laws were enacted in 1924, it served as a migrant 
prison and deportation center. In September 1990, thirty - six years 
after it had been abandoned and fallen into disrepair, Ellis Island 
was reopened as a museum after a fund - raising drive championed by 
Ronald Reagan who, as president, had signed a milestone immigration 
bill. Many modern - day conservative idolizers of the late president do 
not like to be reminded of what they consider Reagan ’ s  “ big mistake, ”  
enacting a 1986 amnesty program that set some 2.7 million illegal 
migrants on the road to citizenship. Such is America ’ s love - hate 
relationship with its migrant history. 

 The millions of curious visitors who have toured Ellis Island since 
it became a tourist attraction vastly exceed the number of migrants 
who passed through its storied doors. Its online databases of ship 
records have become repositories of information for family research-
ers immersing themselves in the growing leisure pursuit of genealogical 
exploration. Americans of European descent tend to romanticize 
their immigration history, in a way mirroring the exaggerated images 
and expectations migrants brought with them of streets paved with 
gold. European immigrants looked forward with rose - tinted lenses; 
their descendants inherited those glasses to look backward. 

 The raw reality is a story mixed with rags - to - riches fairy tales as 
well as accounts of exploitation. There are many faces of immigration. 
These days, in a global economy where migration has become so 
much easier, determined migrants are fi nding ways and places to 
move — out of desperation or ambition. But history is also repeating 
itself. Today, ruthless employers are taking advantage of migrants, 
depending on them to build economies, and are recycling systems of 
indentured servitude.           
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         Servitude and Cash 
Flows          

 Forty years ago, the United Arab Emirates was an inhospitable 
desert. But the intersection of oil money, trade, massive borrowing, 

and a seemingly endless supply of cheap, foreign labor turned the 
Persian Gulf state and its most populous emirate, Dubai, into a 
surreally prosperous center of commerce and glitz poised between 
the East and the West. 

 Migrant workers in Dubai have built a jungle of skyscrapers 
rising from the sand as monuments to conspicuous affl uence and 
extravagance. Think over - the - top opulence, Donald Trump on steroids, 
unabashed grandiosity. Combine with modern - day feudalism. Throw 
in visions of the pyramids and the people who built them, and you 
begin to get an idea of the forces that have shaped this phantasmal 
urban landscape. 

 The UAE is more than simply a study in indulgence and excess. 
It also is the quintessential migrant - dependent economy. Foreigners 
are everywhere. In a nation of 4.5 million residents, more than 90 percent 
of the private - sector labor force consists of expatriate workers. The 
wealth they create doesn ’ t all remain in the UAE. Most expatriates do 
little else but work to send money home, spending little of what they 
actually earn in the country. In 2008, migrants transferred more than 
 $ 10 billion out of the UAE. 
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 Taken together, the United Arab Emirates, on the one hand, and 
the global remittance industry on the other provide vivid illustrations of 
dynamic, migration - fueled economic engines. Both are utterly depend-
ent on migrants. Both stand accused of exploiting them. Yet both 
provide services and jobs that are indispensable and that, like them or 
not, migrants have come to rely on. 

 By the end of 2009, the global economic contagion had fi nally 
caught up to Dubai. The sheikdom’s years of exuberant expansion 
slowed dramatically, as hubris and one-upsmanship proved little 
match for the sobering reality of massive debt and the rush of air 
escaping from the defl ating property bubble. Prices plunged in the 
overblown real estate market as construction projects were halted or 
delayed. With the frenetic pace of development slowing, many migrant 
workers were sent home. But the crisis did not alter the fundamentals 
of the UAE economy. While Islam may be the UAE’s offi cial religion, 
the sheikdom’s true and unabashed devotion is to greed, wealth, and 
ostentation, with migrant workers as the essential fuel.

Migrants work at almost every level of UAE society, except the 
very top one, which is occupied by the ruling sheiks and their families. 
The vast majority of foreign workers perform menial jobs—as con-
struction workers and servants, offi ce clerks and janitors, taxi drivers 
and cooks—but many have white-collar employment as corporate 
executives, bankers, accountants, business owners, and bureaucrats. 
At the Dubai hotel where I stayed, an Indian manager barked instruc-
tions to a meek Nepalese porter named Sherpa, whose previous job 
had been hauling luggage for Western trekkers in the Himalayas. 
Here, he was lugging bags for tourists. Behind the desk, Filipino 
clerks checked guests in and out. 

 In 2008, Filipino workers in the UAE sent home more than 
 $ 584 million. Among them was Rolando Decena, a forty - one - year - old 
carpenter from the city of Cainta, just outside the Philippine capital 
of Manila. Decena is a slight, intense, and devoutly religious man 
who had worked in the Middle East twice before. He felt that leaving 
his country was his only option. 

  “ In the Philippines, I had no permanent job, ”  he told me.  “ I ’ m 
the father of three children. So I have to provide for my family, but 
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Philippines not so well, their economy, so I try to go overseas and 
work abroad. ”  

 Decena applied for a carpentry job after seeing an add in a 
Philippine newspaper. A company representative interviewed him at 
a hotel in Manila, and, to his delight, offered him work. In 2007, he 
left his pregnant wife, teenage son, and twenty - year - old daughter to 
take a job as a foreman in a furniture factory in Dubai. Things did 
not work out exactly as Decena planned, a story I ’ ll come to later, 
but his family was relying on him. That ’ s the way it is for the armies 
of migrant workers who have established the shimmering city - state of 
Dubai as a commercial and trading hub of the Middle East. 

 Like other businesspeople, Tariq Ramadan, a suave developer 
and money manager, was in awe at the stunning pace of develop-
ment. The Kuwaiti - born, Canadian - educated Palestinian named one 
of his companies Richville. 

  “ The growth of Dubai — we sometimes make jokes about this, 
but it ’ s actually a reality, ”  he said, describing a formula for more or 
less instant prosperity based on relentless construction.  “ They ’ ve sold 
desert sand, seawater, and the air, ”  he explained.  “ Because the land 
is sold by gross fl oor area, so we sell the air. We sold the sand and the 
water, which is the Palms, and everybody made money. ”  

 The Palms are a series of artifi cial islands in the shape of palm 
trees. One is the site of the Atlantis, a fi fteen - hundred - room resort 
complex built at a cost of  $ 1.5 billion and which opened in September 
2008. It has an archipelago with the contours of the globe. And on 
one island, all to itself, is the iconic Burj Al Arab Hotel, built in the 
shape of a billowing sail. At 1,053 feet (321 meters), it is the world ’ s 
tallest hotel building and Dubai ’ s only seven - star resort, where a suite 
for the night will set you back  $ 2,000 to  $ 60,000. 

 One poster in a glitzy mall could serve as the nation ’ s motto: 
 “ Indulgence That ’ s Simply Out of This World. ”  One outlandish sym-
bol of the UAE ’ s cherished lifestyle is Ski Dubai, the largest indoor 
ski resort in the Middle East, with fi ve ski slopes covered with real 
snow, year - round. Despite the often blazing desert heat outside, an 
area the size of three football fi elds is kept below freezing. 

To try to understand the offi cial mind-set, I went to the center 
of Dubai, to the International Financial Center, whose imposing 
entrance is redolent of the Arc de Triomphe. In the building’s palatial 
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lobby, I met Nasser Al Shaali, who at the time of my visit in late 2008 
was the center’s chief executive offi cer. A few months later, the suave 
businessman became the CEO of his family’s luxury yacht construc-
tion company, reportedly the largest of its kind in the Middle East. 
  “ The roots of the glitz and the glamour and the glass that is Dubai 
were planted almost fi fty years ago, when the previous ruler of 
Dubai, Sheik Rashid [bin Said al - Maktoum, the cofounder in 1971 
with his brother, of the United Arab Emirates] installed the beginnings 
of the excellence in infrastructure that we see the fruits of today, ”  Al 
Shaali told me. The goateed businessman is an unapologetic booster 
of the vision of obsessive and unbridled gigantism laid down by the 
ruling sheiks. 

  “ The culture in Dubai is that we want to be on top of the world. 
Being number two is not enough. For us, whether it be the airline 
industry, or aluminum industry, or the fi nancial industry, or what have 
you, we want to reach for the top, and that is the vision of His Highness 
[Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum, Dubai ’ s current ruler, 
a son of the late Sheik Rashid]. That ’ s his drive. As he said it,  ‘ The word 
 “ impossible ”  is not in a leader ’ s dictionary. ’   ”  

 What Dubai ’ s rulers see as the impossible coming true was made 
possible by the legions of foreign laborers. Close to a million of them—
construction workers, most from South Asia—are at the bottom of the 
economic ladder. 

  “ Amid all the material progress in the country, it ’ s quite clear that 
it ’ s the foreign migrant workers that have paid the price and continue 
to pay the price for the tremendous boom, ”  Sarah Leah Whitson told 
me. Whitson is an executive director of Human Rights Watch, which 
since 2006 has been documenting abusive conditions faced by the 
UAE ’ s migrant construction workers.  “ It ’ s really through the exploita-
tion of these workers that the UAE has fi nanced its property boom, 
its development boom, and it ’ s not even in circumstances where that 
was necessary. It ’ s just a race to the bottom, and construction companies 
and development companies exploiting and trying to make as much 
profi t as they can. ”  

 Without their docile, mostly compliant caste of subservient immi-
grants, the emirates ’  feudal rulers would have remained lords of sand 
instead of imperial majesties of commerce. But while Western democ-
racies might consider themselves more enlightened and empathetic 

c08.indd   135c08.indd   135 3/12/10   10:42:01 AM3/12/10   10:42:01 AM



136  MOVING MILLIONS

in their treatment of migrants, they do share a basic if unstated 
assumption with the UAE: migrant workers are a disposable commod-
ity to be managed in the service of the host country. It’s just that in the 
UAE, that core principle rises to a whole new level. 

 A common justifi cation for the mistreatment of migrants is 
that their lives, no matter how pitiful, are an improvement over 
whatever squalor and poverty they may have endured back home. 
Notwithstanding the moral failings of this rationale for abuse, that 
sad reality cannot be denied. Faced with lousy alternatives, migrant 
workers choose the ones that will earn them money, and then 
suffer the consequences. On the surface, it would seem like a  “ win -
 win ”  outcome. As migrants improve their lot and send money home, 
employers boost their own personal and national economic circum-
stances by renting their labor. But the trade - off is uneven, and, as the 
UAE demonstrates, the costs of its lavish prosperity are immense. 
Since no enforced international standards govern the treatment of 
migrant workers, their fate is in the hands of rulers and their minions, 
intention being  “ on top of the world, ”  even if that means standing on 
top of those at the bottom. 

 The sumptuous shopping malls and hotels created by migrant 
construction workers in Dubai are a far cry from their own living 
arrangements. Ubiquitous white buses ferry workers back and forth 
from construction sites to company - run labor camps. A half hour ’ s 
drive outside of town, but a world away, is one workers ’  colony named 
Sonapur, a labor camp stretching for blocks and blocks, housing 
tens of thousands of migrants, mostly from India, Bangladesh, and 
Pakistan. Sonapur means City of Gold in Hindi or Urdu. But the 
teaming, dusty outpost doesn ’ t live up to its name. Crowded apartment 
buildings, one after the next, serve as dormitories. 

 On Fridays, workers have the day off and can fi nd a taste of 
home. Street vendors sell  jilapee , sweets made of deep - fried fl our and 
sugar. The day I visited, teams of men who work at different construc-
tion companies, Al Muhairi Builders and Modern Contract Systems, 
played cricket, competing against each other on a vacant patch of dirt. 

 Conditions inside the housing blocks vary. In one, rows of rooms, 
six bunk beds to each, reminded me of a prison complex. Hindus and 

c08.indd   136c08.indd   136 3/12/10   10:42:02 AM3/12/10   10:42:02 AM



 SERVITUDE AND CASH FLOWS  137

Muslims ate in separate cafeterias, according to their dietary prefer-
ences. Bathrooms were communal. In one more primitive complex, 
the outside courtyard had been fl ooded by sewage. 

 Investigators from Human Rights Watch documented a variety 
of problems.  “ In a number of housing centers that we visited, the condi-
tions were quite poor, with sixteen men to a room, sometimes no 
air - conditioning, not very sanitary facilities, not enough access to 
bathing facilities and certainly recreational facilities, ”  said Whitson. 

 But, she explained, the housing conditions are not the chief 
issue for human rights advocates.  “ Our main concern is the system by 
which labor is imported and employed in the UAE, which, when you 
add up the conditions, we believe amounts to indentured servitude, ”  
she said. 

 As they stood around watching their friends play cricket, a 
number of laborers and bricklayers, some of them from Shangla, 
one of the poorest areas of Pakistan, spoke to me. They were earning 
about  $ 300 a month. But the jobs didn ’ t come for free. To get them, 
they had to pay off middlemen back home as much as  $ 2,000, a for-
tune for most of the men. Many wound up borrowing the money 
from loan sharks charging high interest rates. 

 Yusuf Oman, a thirty - fi ve - year - old electrician from Bangladesh, 
signed a contract obligating him to work for his UAE employer for 
three years. Like others, it took him one year to earn enough to pay 
back the loan he obtained to land the job. But he seemed resigned 
to his fate, even grateful. He works so he can send money to his 
family back home. He has three children, ranging in age from nine 
to thirteen. In Dubai, he was able to make more than four times 
what he earned in Bangladesh, where he earned the equivalent of 
 $ 73 a month. 

 Some workers said they had been lied to — promised jobs and 
salaries that never materialized. Sayid Mohammad Monir thought he ’ d 
be coming to work in an offi ce, only to be given a job as a bricklayer. 
He didn ’ t want to complain because he was afraid of getting deported. 

 To me, the workers seemed trapped, stranded without much re-
course. Desperate conditions in their own countries had forced them 
here. They needed to work to pay off debts, and they were contractu-
ally obligated to remain with their employers. Other than Western 
human rights groups with little infl uence in the UAE, no one was 

c08.indd   137c08.indd   137 3/12/10   10:42:02 AM3/12/10   10:42:02 AM



138  MOVING MILLIONS

looking out for them. Labor unions don ’ t exist, and strikes are banned. 
On top of everything, even though they were only about a thousand 
miles away from home, the laborers couldn ’ t leave without the consent 
of their employers. Their bosses were keeping the men’s passports, a 
violation of international and UAE laws. 

 Mohammad Khan, a lanky construction worker on a crew 
building a twenty - eight - story Radisson Hotel, pulled out of his pocket 
the Ministry of Labour work permit that his employer, a building 
contractor, had given him when they took his passport. 

  “ Can you leave the country with this? ”  I asked as he showed me 
the card. 

 Khan knew the answer as well as I did. He just shook his head. 
 Sarah Leah Whitson ticked off the ways in which workers ’  rights 

are being grossly violated.  “ Employers routinely hold two months 
of wages as a so - called security to keep the workers from leaving. 
They ’ re confi scating their passports. The law in the UAE forbids 
workers from going to work for another employer without their 
current employer ’ s consent, which they can ’ t even ask for unless 
two years have passed. You can see that a worker who is working on 
a construction job in the UAE doesn ’ t really have the freedom to 
leave, and that ’ s really what the defi nition of indentured servitude is. 
You don ’ t have the freedom to walk away. You don ’ t have your pass-
port, and the money you ’ re earning is not yours; you ’ re paying it to 
someone else. ”  

 I asked the developer Tariq Ramadan how employers justify the 
confi scation of passports. He replied that the practice is so common 
that when he worked for someone else, as a noncitizen, even his passport 
was taken. 

 But, he said, the law is clear.  “ You cannot keep the passport of 
somebody working with you whether it ’ s a director or a manager or a 
laborer. However, sometimes it ’ s in their best interest to keep their pass-
port at the company. They live in crowded accommodations and they 
can easily lose their passports, ”  he explained, not very convincingly. 

 When I brought up the question of human rights with Nasser Al 
Shaali, then with the International Financial Center, he took a dif-
ferent tack:  “ I would point out that the situation of day laborers and 
other blue - collar workers in the country compared to their home 
jurisdiction is often an order of magnitude in terms of improvement. ”  
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 Whitson from Human Rights Watch was unimpressed by the 
argument.  “ That ’ s not the standard, ”  she said angrily.  “ The notion that 
you should exploit workers as much as possible, but maybe one iota 
better than the conditions that they might otherwise be in, is a mor-
ally bankrupt and legally bankrupt proposition to make. ”  

 Government offi cials in the UAE have not completely turned a 
blind eye to criticism. Like scolded children caught in repeated acts 
of misbehavior, they have issued statements of contrition accompanied 
by promises to shape up. But they are inveterate recidivists. 

 In 2003, asked about oversight of the conditions of migrant 
workers, a government offi cial pleaded guilty with an explanation. 
 “ I would like to mention here that the ministry has nearly 80 
inspectors to monitor more than 2.5 million laborers, ”  Khalid 
Al Khazraji of the UAE Labor and Social Affairs Ministry told a 
reporter.  “ With such a small number of inspectors, we cannot play 
a proactive role in the market, ”  he explained, insisting more were 
being hired. 

 But three years later, in 2006, the government still employed only 
eighty labor inspectors, as Minister of Labour Ali Kaabi acknowledged 
when he was confronted with subsequent allegations of worker 
mistreatment. He trotted out the same excuse for lax enforcement. 
 “ Our laws are tougher than anyone else ’ s in the Mideast, ”  Ali Kaabi 
told the Associated Press.  “ But the lack of inspectors means sometimes 
we don ’ t see these problems. ”  

 In May 2009, Human Rights Watch acknowledged that the 
government had taken steps to address prior complaints, but said in 
a report that  “ the abuse of workers remains commonplace. ”  The 
government responded indignantly, asserting that it was committed to 
better housing and health care programs. It announced the hiring of 
additional inspectors and said it was moving to prosecute recalcitrant 
employees. But once again, a UAE offi cial admitted there was room 
for improvement. 

  “ Respecting workers’ rights is a moral, cultural, and economic 
imperative for the UAE, ”  declared Anwar Mohammad Gargash, 
the UAE minister of state for foreign affairs.  “ The government is 
proud of its steady progress in transparently achieving its objectives 
and remains committed to doing much more on a priority basis in 
future. ”  

c08.indd   139c08.indd   139 3/12/10   10:42:03 AM3/12/10   10:42:03 AM



140  MOVING MILLIONS

 Construction workers in the UAE are not the only ones suffering 
abuse. Hundreds of household employees have complained of ill 
treatment, long hours, sexual assaults, and being stiffed on pay. Many 
run away and are taken in by their embassies or consulates. The 
problem is so prevalent that the embassies of the Philippines, India, 
Indonesia, and Sri Lanka have established safe houses for runaway 
maids. At the time of my visit to Dubai, the Philippine consulate ’ s 
labor attach é  was sheltering about seventy women who had left their 
employers. 

 In Dubai, each week on average, the consulate arranges trans-
portation home for half a dozen domestic workers. Each day, two or 
three live - in nannies or maids come to consulate offi ces in Dubai 
complaining about abuse and overwork. Consul General Benito B. 
Valeriano told me it was common to hear complaints about twenty -
 hour workdays and low wages. 

 The Philippine government has set a wage minimum of $400 a 
month for Filipina maids working abroad. But in the UAE, domestic 
workers are often paid less than half that amount. Given the fact that 
his government places such a high premium on overseas workers, one 
of the main offi cial responsibilities of the Philippine diplomatic posts 
is to look after their interests. But Valeriano confessed his government 
couldn ’ t do that effectively and was embarrassed about being inter-
viewed on the subject by a foreign reporter. 

  “ I have to protect the image of the Philippines, ”  he said.  “ What 
does it say about my country that overseas workers have to leave and 
come here? ”  

 The problem is not confi ned to the UAE. In 2007, the Philippine 
government repatriated a total of 3,032 migrants from around the world. 

 As for Roland Decena, the Filipino carpenter who got a job in 
a Dubai furniture factory, his sad story turns out to be unusual only 
in the details. When he arrived from the Philippines, his employer 
confi scated his passport and told him, to his surprise, he had to live 
inside the factory along with twenty other men. In addition, his boss 
unexpectedly started deducting a third of his  $ 270 - a - month salary, telling 
Decena to his shock that he owed just over  $ 2,000 in  “ expenses. ”  

  “ They said I have to pay all expenses, ”  he said.  “ The air ticket and 
the employment expenses I have to pay. So every month, I have to pay 
them expenses. So it takes almost more than a year to pay the money. ”  
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 Things went from bad to worse after a fi re swept through the 
building.  “ The fi re broke out to our workshop and our accommoda-
tions. Everything was lost except the pair of clothes that I am wearing 
at that time. ”  

 His employer gave him the equivalent of only  $ 50 for everything 
he had lost. Incensed, Decena, who has a high school diploma, 
fi gured out how to negotiate the Dubai court system. He fi led civil 
suits demanding his employer pay him back wages and return his 
passport. He quit the factory job but couldn ’ t work elsewhere legally 
because his boss wouldn ’ t grant him permission to take another job. He 
stayed at a friend ’ s apartment and borrowed money for living expenses. 
Eventually Decena won his legal cases, but he was so much in debt, he 
couldn ’ t afford a plane ticket home. He was trying to fi gure out how to 
scrape together some money, with little to sustain him but his faith. 

  “ I only pray for our sake that He will not forget us, ”  he said 
earnestly.  “ God will help us stand for what is right. Even if you ’ re 
standing alone, God will be behind you if you ’ re a right man. ”  

 Waiting for him back in the Philippines was a new addition to 
his family, a baby boy, born six months after he left for Dubai. Talking 
about the prospects of being reunited with his family and meeting his 
youngest child, Decena smiled anxiously. 

  “ I am so excited to see my baby, ”  he said.  “ To see my baby. ”  

 Starting in late 2008, the UAE ’ s dizzying pace of real estate deals 
and speculation became less frenetic as the global economic slow-
down cast a pall of uncertainty over future and existing projects. 
Some migrant workers were laid off and sent home, but most stayed. 
Economic growth was down but by no means out, and offi cially no 
one was reconsidering the dependence on migrant labor or the glo-
ries of property development. 

  “ It doesn ’ t matter how imaginative or crazy you think your idea 
is, chances are you can fi nd ways of making it work in Dubai, ”  
said Nasser Al Shaali, echoing the ruling sheik ’ s vision of Utopia. 
 “ Whether it be the world ’ s largest man - made island in the shape of 
a palm tree, or the world ’ s largest and second - largest towers, or the 
world ’ s largest shopping mall, and so on and so forth. Or if you want 
to build the Pyramid of Giza, but bigger than the real one, or build the 
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Statue of Liberty, but bigger than the real one, or an Eiffel Tower that ’ s 
bigger than the real one. It ’ s all possible in Dubai. It ’ s a place where 
dreams really do come true. ”  

 Hyperbole aside, unquestionably many migrants fare better than 
they would have back in their home countries. But their status in the 
UAE as a throwaway underclass is enshrined in policy. Migrants can-
not become citizens or qualify for their privileges. Emiratis, as the 
citizens are called, receive free education, health care, and other sub-
sidized benefi ts. Emirati men can obtain free land and no -  interest 
loans to build homes. They receive  $ 19,000 government handouts for 
wedding costs. Even though they are a shrinking minority, natives 
remain at the top of the pyramid, living in villas behind high walls, 
often segregated from foreigners. Meaningful interaction with the hired 
migrant help is virtually nonexistent, and in public places such as shop-
ping malls, Emirati men often stand out immaculately clothed in 
well - pressed  dishdashas , their fl owing white robes. 

 Not surprisingly, the distance and disparity have built resentment. 
I asked an Indian taxicab driver what he thought about the locals. He 
was disdainfully crude, referring to them by sliding his thumb and 
forefi nger over the creased arm of his shirt. 

  “ All they do is eat, pray, and fuck, ”  he said. 
 The gap between the lives and rights of migrants and those of 

native Emiratis makes the UAE a  Gulf  state in the true meaning of the 
word. The yawning divide guarantees a high living standard for a 
lucky few, but the luxuries come at a high price for those who make 
them possible. 

 The resentments, indignities, and injustices often endured by migrants 
are all part of individual and collective calculations that go into deci-
sions about leaving home in the fi rst place, and about whether to 
remain in their destinations. The questions are variations of  “ Am I 
better off staying or leaving? ”  or “Will I be more able to provide 
for my family here or there?” 

 Families and economies around the world are dependent on money 
sent home by migrants working abroad. Toward the end of 2008, as 
economic shock waves rebounded across the world, remittances sent 
home from abroad started dropping in some places and leveling 

c08.indd   142c08.indd   142 3/12/10   10:42:04 AM3/12/10   10:42:04 AM



 SERVITUDE AND CASH FLOWS  143

off in others. Nevertheless, they remained a mainstay of the global 
economy. Even as markets slumped, job losses mounted, homes were 
lost, and businesses went under, the world ’ s migrants sent home 
15 percent more than they did in 2007, according to the World 
Bank economist Dilip Ratha. Ratha, who has become the worldwide 
authority on remittances, put the 2008 total at $338 billion — a conserva-
tive estimate because it is based on offi cial reports. He believes that,
in general, unrecorded sums sent home by migrants could be at least 
50 percent higher than the offi cial tallies. 

In 2009, as the economy worsened, there were scattered stories 
about “reverse remittances,” reports that residents of developing 
countries were sending money to migrant relatives struggling with 
unemployment. Instead of providing support to family members back 
home, migrants who had crossed borders in search of opportunities 
were on the receiving end of the remittance pipeline. The New York 
Times, for example, reported on a farmer in southern Mexico who 
had sold a cow to raise funds for a nephew in northern California. 
But there was scant data to suggest a trend, and experts agreed that 
the trickle of “reverse remittances” was minuscule compared to funds 
moving in the opposite direction.

Nonetheless, as a result of the recession, global remittances in 
2009 dropped by an estimated 6 percent compared to 2008. The 
decline was less than had been predicted earlier in the year. The 
World Bank’s Dilip Ratha concluded that resourceful migrants were 
demonstrating resilience. “[E]ven though the job market has been 
weak in many destination countries,” he wrote on his blog, “they are 
staying on longer and trying to send money home by cutting living 
costs. New migration fl ows are lower due to the economic crisis, but 
they are still positive. ”   Throughout much of the developing world, 
signs that absent breadwinners may be sending home earnings are 
evident in the partially completed houses one sees everywhere. Bare, 
vertical rebar bars protrude from roofs until there ’ s enough money 
to continue the building. Lacking access to credit, poor families pay 
for construction when the cash is available. 

 In the sandy dunes on the outskirts of the fi shing town of Kayar 
in Senegal, West Africa, rows of gray cinder blocks dried in the sun 
outside a house under construction. On the second fl oor, up the 
crude stairs, laborers quickly scooped mortar from a wheelbarrow 
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and spread the cement on a low wall, gradually adding layers to 
the sprouting brick framework. Soon this phase of the construction 
project would end, and Medoune Diop, his brothers, and his friends 
would be out of work until more money came along. 

  “ It goes step by step, ”  Diop explained. The owner of the property 
bought the land before he left on a wooden fi shing boat for Spain. 
Unlike hundreds of other would - be African migrants, he made it 
safely and got a job. 

  “ Since he doesn ’ t have papers in Spain, as he makes money, he 
sends it home as soon as he earns it, ”  said Diop.  “ Because he doesn ’ t 
know if the police will arrest him. ”  

 So the building of the seven - room,  $ 30,000 house goes in stages. 
At the time of my visit, the structure was more of a shell than a 
home, with no fl oor and no roof. Diop’s plan was to continue work-
ing as long as he received the money, and stop if the fl ow of funding 
stopped. There was a chance that the project would come to a halt. 
 “ If they deport him, the house won ’ t be fi nished, ”  Diop said. 

 In Senegal, remittances in 2007 accounted for 8.5 percent of the 
gross domestic product. In the Philippines, the percentage was even 
higher, amounting to 11.6 percent of its GDP. In at least eight develop-
ing countries, remittances accounted for more than 20 percent of the 
national income. Topping the list was the poor nation of Moldova, in 
Eastern Europe. In 2007, remittances sent home by migrant Moldovans 
made up 45.5 percent of the country ’ s income. Its most profi table 
exports are its people. 

 To put the scope of global remittances into perspective, in 2007, 
migrants sent home about thirteen times more than the United States 
spent on foreign aid, and two and a half times as much money as all the 
foreign assistance contributed by developed countries to poor nations. 

 Migration experts and scholars have studied the role and value 
of remittances sent home from abroad. Is there a multiplier effect? 
Do economies actually grow as a result of the money migrants send 
home? A study from Bangladesh found that the top four uses of 
remittances sent from abroad were, in descending order, food and 
clothing, home construction or repair, land for farming, and repayments 
of loans that fi nanced the migration itself. 

 Remittances keep many families afl oat fi nancially and fi nance 
domestic consumption, but to what extent they foster economic 
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 development is a matter of debate. Generally, remittances fl ow 
directly from migrants to their families. But there have been efforts to 
harness the fi nancial power of remittances for economic development. 
In the United States, Mexican migrants and their families have formed 
 “ hometown associations, ”  banding together to pool resources and raise 
money for public works projects in Mexico. They are often encour-
aged to do so by Mexican federal, state, and municipal governments, 
which have set up funds (so - called Three for One or Two for One pro-
grams) to match contributions sent by the migrant clubs. 

 The funds moving around the world not only are a mainstay of the 
migrant economy, they also fuel global fi nancial enterprises whose 
fortunes, in turn, rely on human mobility. 

 Migrants transfer remittances using a number of methods. 
Intermediaries range from the Western Union Company, the Goliath 
of the money transfer industry, to networks of families and friends 
who hand - carry cash or merchandise from migrants in one country to 
relatives back home. 

 Money transfer companies make their money two ways: by col-
lecting transaction fees and by charging currency exchange rates. 
The fees can be hefty and the exchange rates unfavorable to consumers. 
No remittance fi rm even approaches the dominance of Western 
Union, whose history, well - being, and business model are inti-
mately tied to the global movement of people. The company 
controls about 17 percent of the global market, light - years ahead 
of its closest competitor, Moneygram International, with roughly 
4 percent. 

  “ We are very, very confi dent in our future, ”  crowed the Western 
Union company chief executive Christina A. Gold in February 2009. 
At a time when other fi nancial business leaders were seeking govern-
ment handouts or exercising cautious restraint in bleak public pro-
nouncements, Gold was telling analysts of her bullishness about the 
migration industry. 

  “ The mobile workforce will continue seeking employment oppor-
tunities throughout the world, ”  she said.  “ There are an estimated 
200 million cross - border migrants, as well as an estimated 300 million 
people who have migrated within . . . [countries]. ”  
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 In March 2009, a Western Union offi cial gleefully predicted that 
despite the global fi nancial slowdown, UAE remittances would none-
theless see double - digit growth.  “ Even if, of 100 construction projects 
70 remain, they still need laborers who will fuel remittances, ”  said 
Jean Claude Farah, Western Union ’ s regional vice president. 

 Western Union has long stood at the intersection of globaliza-
tion and migration, having entered the business of wiring money by 
telegraph in 1871 as immigration to the United States was soaring. 
Today, its distinctive gold - on - black logo reaches from remote villages 
to crowded metropolitan centers. In 2008, the fi rm boasted of  having 
375,000 locations in more than two hundred countries, a reach that 
to the company ’ s aptly named CEO, Gold, translated into bright 
prospects even in a sour economy.  “ As you look at GDP and you look 
at what ’ s going on in different countries,” she told fi nancial analysts 
in early 2000, “it’s really pushing our customers and they ’ re looking 
for jobs. In the end it will create great opportunity for us because peo-
ple will have to migrate to different geographies or to different jobs 
and we ’ ll be able to pick that up. ”  

 Western Union is facing increasing competition from smaller 
companies that specialize in transferring funds along regional cor-
ridors such as North America to Latin America and the Caribbean, 
and from Western Europe to North Africa. In addition, banks, credit 
unions, ATM fi rms, phone companies, and check cashing operators 
also compete for the migrant remittance business, often using new 
technologies. 

 Remit2India, for example, a partnership of fi nancial institutions 
and India ’ s largest media conglomerate, the Times Group, allows 
nonresident Indians or NRIs (a commonly used term for members of 
the Indian diaspora) in twenty-two countries to send money online to 
141 banks in India or have funds delivered by courier. 

 Credit and debit card companies also are providing money transfer 
services. iKobo Money Transfer, a Texas company founded in 2001, 
enables customers to transfer funds using credit cards or bank accounts. 
The fi rms send the recipient a Visa debit card via FedEx to be used 
to withdraw the transferred money from an ATM at the other end or to 
make purchases. 

 Banks also have also been jumping on the migrant money 
train. Bank of America ’ s SafeSend program allows people with B of A 
checking accounts to transfer funds to one of forty-fi ve hundred 
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agents throughout Mexico. Wells Fargo has a similar service, called 
ExpressSend. Its U.S. customers may send money to Mexico, El 
Salvador, Guatemala, India, the Philippines, and Vietnam. 

 For fi nancial institutions, offering migrants, regardless of their legal 
status, the ability to transfer money abroad was an opportunity to tap 
into a new source of customers, a base that traditionally has been out-
side the banking system. 

  “ It meant a signifi cant increase in our checking accounts, ”  
Brenda Ross - Dulan, a Wells Fargo senior vice president, told me in 
late 2003. Her bank, along with other U.S. fi nancial institutions, had 
successfully pressed the U.S. Treasury Department to allow customers 
to use identifi cation cards issued by foreign consulates to open bank 
accounts and use the remittance services.  “ Aside from our being able 
to help the individual person, it [a checking account] is probably the 
cheapest form of funding that any fi nancial institution has, ”  said 
Ross - Dulan. She estimated that within a few months of receiving 
permission to use consular ID cards, the increase in new checking 
accounts had been in the  “ double digits. ”  

 Banks in India and the Philippines also have aggressively targeted 
migrants. A number of Indian banks allow customers who maintain 
a minimum balance to transfer funds without cost from a foreign 
branch to one in India. Philippine banks have also been forming part-
nerships to grab the migrant remittance market, particularly in the 
United States. Eight of the ten largest Philippine banks have remit-
tance operations in the United States, and one, Metrobank, partnered 
with the California - based Internet company  Xoom.com  to let over-
seas Filipino workers remit money via the Internet. 

 The latest entry in the global remittance industry is the mobile 
phone business. One international trade association, GSMA (Global 
System for Mobile communications Association), representing more 
than 750 mobile operators, estimated optimistically that once the 
technology is in place, and the regulatory hurdles cleared to allow 
cell phones to be used for transferring funds, the costs of money trans-
fers could plummet and the formal global remittance market could 
more than triple in three years. 

 In Kenya, Safaricom teamed with Vodafone and the Commercial 
Bank of Africa to roll out what it called its M - Pesa service in 2007, 
and within eighteen months some four million people had signed 
up. The phones work as portable ATMs. Users deposit money with 
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M - Pesa agents, who earn commissions for the transactions. Using 
menus in English or Swahili, the agents send a text message with a 
code confi rming the deposit. To transfer money, the mobile phone 
user sends another text message to the recipient with the code and 
amount to be withdrawn. The recipient goes to any M - Pesa agent 
and withdraws the funds. 

 South Africa and the Philippines have similar systems in place. 
Two rival Philippine services — GCASH, operated by Globe Telecom, 
and Padala, run by Smart Communications — allow overseas Filipinos 
to send home money. Using GCASH, customers can send money 
using the social networking site  friendster.com . GCASH also has out-
lets in twenty - fi ve countries, including fi fty - two locations in the United 
States, most of them in partnership with the Philippine National Bank. 

 At the other end of the technological spectrum are informal 
money transfer networks such as the  hawala  (used in the Middle East 
and parts of Asia and Africa) and  hundi  (common in Pakistan and 
Bangladesh) systems. These are arrangements in which operators take 
money on one end, then instruct relatives or colleagues in another 
country to hand a like amount to someone else. Billions of dollars are 
channeled through these systems, to the dismay of governments. Not 
only does this form of exchange dodge taxes and money laundering 
laws, it also escapes scrutiny, making it diffi cult to track payments and 
cash fl ows of terrorist networks. 

 Other comparatively low - tech money transfer systems simply use 
guys in vans. Rub é n Hern á ndez - Le ó n, a professor at the University 
of California at Los Angeles, has written about how Belle Street in 
downtown Dalton in northern Georgia turned into a kind of  “ remit-
tances row ”  on Saturday mornings. Vans lined up to accept parcels, 
goods, and cash to deliver to homes in towns and villages in Mexico. 
Making regular round trips, the vans carried cargoes including shoes, 
stoves, washers, televisions, and stereos as well as money. 

 One customer told Hernández-León the van services beat com-
mercial services.  “ It doesn ’ t take long, they arrive quickly, and it 
arrives like you sent it: in dollars. That ’ s how it gets there. And if you 
use the companies and you send  a hundred dollars , they ’ re going to 
charge you like ten. But over there where they go to get the money, 
they set the price, how much they ’ ll pay.   . . . Let ’ s say I send  a hundred 
dollars  from here [Georgia] by Western Union or to the bank they 
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have over there [Mexico]. Right now the dollar ’ s at 9.10 [pesos], but 
over there they ’ ll pay them 8.80 [pesos]. I lose out! ”  

 Such grievances are common. International fi nancial organiza-
tions such as the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund 
have complained about high costs charged by money transfer com-
panies as well as their lack of accountability. The prices can be steep 
and wildly variable. Western Union ’ s high margins and its promi-
nence have made the company a target. In 2007, migrants ’  rights 
groups launched a boycott of the fi rm. The political action had little 
effect. In 2008, Western Union grossed nearly  $ 5.3 billion, an 8 per-
cent increase over the previous year. 

 The massive sums moved by the remittance industry are a refl ec-
tion not only of the numbers of migrants but also of the signifi cant 
sacrifi ces they often make to send money home. One survey of two 
hundred Bangladeshi migrants indicated that they had sent back 
61 percent of their incomes over a fi ve - year period. The Chamber of 
Commerce and Industry in Abu Dhabi, the United Arab Emirates 
capital, reported in 2007 that migrants  “ remit home nearly 80 percent 
of their income, as their spending in the UAE is restricted to essential 
needs. ”  In the United States in 2006, the vast majority (73 percent) 
of adult Latin American immigrants were regularly sending money 
home in amounts averaging about 10 percent of their earnings. 

 As money transfer operations, banks, phone companies, and develop-
ment organizations vie to control the remittances circulating through 
the veins and arteries of the migration economies, governments are 
under pressure to better manage the global movement of people. A 
global marketplace, dependent on the fl ow of goods, capital, and infor-
mation, also needs people in the right places and at the right times. 
Dubai, as extreme as it might be, is the perfect example of an econ-
omy whose very existence relies on its ability to  control the mobility 
of its workforce. In the United Arab Emirates, there are few checks on 
the sheikdom’s power to place its own economic interests above all 
others. But even in Western democracies, such nonmaterial consid-
erations as civil rights and dignity often take a backseat to economic 
dictates of market forces. And in the age-old quest to manage human 
resources, too often the need for labor trumps the needs of labor.                  

c08.indd   149c08.indd   149 3/12/10   10:42:06 AM3/12/10   10:42:06 AM



 150

C H A P T E R   9     

           “ Help Wanted ”  or  “ No 
Trespassing ”           

 To environmentalists, the steep canyon on the U.S. – Mexican bor-
der about two miles from the Pacifi c Ocean near San Diego was 

a natural treasure. On a summer afternoon, the fragrances of native 
shrubs and laurel sumac bushes would combine with the bouquet of 
black sage in bloom. Kestrels dipped and soared. White - tailed kites 
hovered. 

 To border offi cials, the ravine was something else — a treacherous 
corridor for illegal aliens and criminals bringing contraband into the 
United States, a gully that richly deserved its forbidding sobriquet, 
Smuggler ’ s Gulch. For more than a century, the notorious canyon had 
been used as a passageway for traffi c in people, drugs, and — during 
Prohibition, when, according to local lore, it got its name — booze. 
During the 1990s, border control advocates recommended a drastic 
solution to eliminate the ongoing intrusions: fi ll it in and cover it up. 

  “ Smuggler ’ s Gulch is an area which is, I believe, posing a very 
serious threat to our stability in this country and in California, ”  California 
congressman David Dreier proclaimed during a 2005 congressional 
fl oor debate. 

 Over the protests of the Sierra Club, the Audubon Society, and the 
Mexican government, in 2008 the U.S. Department of Homeland 
Security hired the Kiewit Company to bring in bulldozers and 
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earthmovers to shove thirty-fi ve thousand truckloads of dirt into the 
ravine and construct a 150 - foot - high berm. The result was an eight-
hundred - foot - wide dam, topped with a Border Patrol road, stadium 
lighting, three layers of fencing, and video surveillance cameras. The 
massive barricade stands as a  $ 59 million monument to the strong -
 willed and persistent determination of immigration hardliners who 
successfully launched their ambitious project during the Clinton era, 
saw it championed by the Bush administration, and watched it com-
pleted during the Obama presidency. 

 Moving enough dirt to cover a football fi eld to a height equivalent 
to a fi fty - story building may have been a drastic measure, but to organi-
zations that have long protested that even with record expenditures on 
immigration control, not enough is being done, it was a necessary one. 

  “ Look at the policy decisions being made by the nation ’ s political 
leaders, and the inescapable conclusion is that their priority is cheap 
labor above all else, ”  Dan Stein of the conservative Federation for 
American Immigration Reform (FAIR) has repeatedly complained. 

 In that respect, advocates of tougher border enforcement make an 
undeniably valid point. That ’ s not to say proponents of immigration 
control don ’ t wield infl uence. The topographical rearrangement of 
a California canyon is testament to how restrictionists, motivated by 
varying degrees of politics, xenophobia, racism, fear, or self - interest, 
have managed to infl uence immigration strategies. Nonetheless, the 
overall trajectory of national policies, actions, and inaction has been 
to manage human mobility for the benefi t of business and industry. 
The evidence of porous borders and national priorities is compelling. 
Look no further than the presence of the estimated 11.9 million ille-
gal migrants in the United States. More than 8 million of those 
illegal immigrants are part of the U.S. workforce. The numbers 
tell the story: America ’ s  “ Help Wanted ”  signs overshadow its  “ No 
Trespassing ”  notices. 

 This is far from a recent development. Even though we might think 
of visas, passports, and border controls as more or less natural condi-
tions of travel, the desire of nation - states and sovereigns to control the 
movements of their subjects has historically been linked to the quest 
to manage human resources. 
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 During the medieval ages in Western Europe, serfs were tied to 
manors and obligated to work the fi elds. If the real estate was sold, 
they were included as fi xtures, part of the deal. Russia ’ s Ivan IV (aka 
Ivan the Terrible) forbade internal migration as a way of preventing 
peasants from fl eeing estates and causing labor shortages. 

 King George III ’ s lame effort to control human mobility spawned 
America ’ s fi rst migrant rights movement, even before the nation was 
born. In 1763, the monarch ordered American settlers not to move 
west beyond the Appalachian Mountains.  “ We do hereby strictly 
forbid, on Pain of our Displeasure, all our loving Subjects from making 
any Purchases or Settlements whatever ”  of land outside the infl uence 
of the British government, he decreed. 

 The king ’ s  “ loving Subjects ”  did not return the affection. Angry 
colonists made freedom of movement one of their justifi cations for 
self - government. Eager to move farther afi eld to engage in commerce 
such as the fur trade, they recorded their displeasure as one of the 
charges against the king in the Declaration of Independence:  “ He has 
endeavoured to prevent the population of these States; for that pur-
pose obstructing the Laws for Naturalization of Foreigners; refusing 
to pass others to encourage their migrations hither .  . .”  

 In nineteenth - century Europe, the spread of industrial capitalism 
also involved battles over migration control. A plentiful workforce 
would not only keep industry humming, it also would help owners 
avoid making concessions to labor unions. But there was a prob-
lem. Peasants inclined to Landfl ucht (rural fl ight) or Heimatlosigkeit 
(uprootedness) were shackled by powerful agrarian interests who 
maintained a quasi-feudal form of social control over them. “The 
fi rst objective of the landlord class,” in the words of historian Perry 
Anderson, was “to arrest the mobility of the villager and bind him 
to the estates.” The Chamber of Commerce in Breslau (now called 
Wroclaw and part of Poland) made an appeal for unfettered labor 
migration, declaring,  “ It is not enough that freedom of movement be 
introduced in one state. It is necessary that in general, every citizen 
of a German state be free to apply his energy wherever in his opin-
ion he can do so most advantageously, that industry take its workers 
where it can fi nd them, and that the various regions transfer their 
labor force or temporary population surplus without hindrance and 
in accordance with their needs. ”  
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In the rapidly urbanizing Ruhr area in the west, owners of mines, 
factories, railroads, machine shops, and foundries wanted to recruit 
massive numbers of migrant workers from rural areas in the Prussian 
east. The business owners appealed to Otto von Bismarck, then presi-
dent of the Prussian government, who was intent on uniting the 
German states and creating an empire. Bismarck was sympathetic. A 
unifi ed Germany, he felt, required the unconstrained promotion of 
a capitalist, industrial economy. Bismarck not only promulgated uni-
form business regulations, and common systems of weights, measures, 
and currency, he also agreed that industrialists needed a ready supply 
of labor. So, to make sure the population could be redistributed to 
provide for the demands of a new economy, he relaxed controls on 
mobility. In 1867 he enacted the Gesetz zur Freizügigkeit (Law 
on Freedom of Movement), providing that “No citizen of the [North 
German] Confederation may be denied abode, residency, the pursuit 
of an occupation, or the acquisition of real estate on the basis of reli-
gious confession or because he lacks citizenship in a given state or 
municipality.”  Factory owners were able to meet their increasing need 
for labor, and workers won the right to move where they wanted. 

 The freedom to travel came as new railroads and sea - crossing iron 
steamships made moving more effi cient and faster, providing supply 
chains of workers for nation - builders and industrialists across the 
Atlantic Ocean. One consequence of international mobility on both 
continents was the emergence of new, nationalist political movements. 
Newcomers with foreign languages and different cultures were often 
seen as eroding new national identities and competing for jobs. In 
both Europe and the United States, immigration became a highly 
volatile issue as restrictionists campaigned to control the fl ow. 

 In 1996, Ron Henley, then a supervisory agent with the Border 
Patrol, took me for a ride along the border near San Diego to point 
out its vulnerabilities. At that time the rudimentary fence consisted 
of steel matting used by the military to build temporary landing 
strips for aircraft. But it was pretty much a token gesture. Slats in the 
fence ran horizontally, acting as virtual ladder rungs for climbers. As 
we bounced along the dirt road in his Bronco SUV, Henley said 
the barrier presented no challenge to serious border crossers.  “ I ’ ve seen 
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some very old women get over that fence, ”  he said. Its main purpose, 
he explained, was to prevent what the Border Patrol called “drive -
 throughs” of vehicles carrying drugs and migrants. 

 Over the next decade or so, the picture changed drastically. 
Modern fencing along the border ran for forty - four miles, reinforced 
by a second layer along ten of those miles. In addition to the fences, 
there was a gradually widening  “ no - man ’ s   zone, ”  improved stadium 
lighting, more night vision equipment, a larger force of Border Patrol 
agents, and embedded motion detectors that, when they work, alert 
monitors to the presence of people (or animals) crossing through. 

 In late 2008, the Lightning Fence Company fi nished installing 
concertina wire along four and a half miles of fencing between San 
Diego and Tijuana. The Border Patrol had been very specifi c about 
its requirements for the new razor wire. There had to be three coils 
with three - foot - wide loops of stainless steel Supermaze, designed, 
according to its manufacturer, with 2.4 inches between the barbs and 
intended  “ for high - density maximum security applications. ”  

 The militarized border is a stark contrast to the much more 
tranquil appearance of the boundary during most of its existence. 
The political line was established in the 1848 Treaty of Guadalupe 
Hidalgo, which ended the war between the United States and Mexico. 

 For most of the nineteenth century, with labor in high demand, 
the new United States had virtually open borders with few legal 
restrictions. The federal government didn ’ t even regulate migration. 
It left that job to the states, a policy that remained in place until 1864, 
when Congress passed the fi rst comprehensive federal immigration law, 
An Act to Encourage Immigration. 

 The federal foray into migration management came during a period 
when a growing economy needed more workers and consumers. It was 
the beginning of a series of immigration laws and policies in the United 
States that often have tracked national fortunes and business cycles, 
opening and closing the doors as the demand for labor increased and 
dipped. The 1864 law established the U.S. Immigration Bureau, which 
was supposed to  increase  the supply of migrants to American industry 
to meet its production needs during the Civil War. (Because the law 
allowed recruiters to require workers to sign contracts pledging their 
wages for a year, organized labor and their supporters attacked the 
legislation for creating a  “ species of servitude. ”  It was repealed in 1886.) 
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 In the late nineteenth century, America shifted from an agri-
cultural to an urban and industrial power. The growth of railroad 
companies, mines, steel, meatpacking industries, and industrial 
farming required more and more migrant workers. Railroads — among 
them Illinois Central, the Burlington, and the Northern Pacifi c —
 sent agents to Europe to entice migrants to move. Owners of mines 
and factories also sent emissaries abroad on recruiting expeditions. 

 The captains of enterprise found migration to be as great a boon 
as the expansion of industry:  “ Were the owners of every gold and silver 
mine in the world compelled to send to the Treasury at Washington, 
at their own expense, every ounce of the precious metals produced, 
the national wealth would not be enhanced one - half as much as it 
is from the golden stream which fl ows into the country every year 
through immigration, ”  wrote the industrialist Andrew Carnegie. 

 During the 1860s and 1870s — years of post – Civil War Recon-
struction, territorial expansion, and rapid industrialization — new 
settlers were in great demand. So much so that twenty - fi ve of the 
thirty - eight states provided migrants with economic incentives, includ-
ing good deals on property and real estate tax exemptions. Southern 
states were part of the scramble. They desperately needed cheap 
labor to replace emancipated slaves. 

 Between 1880 and 1914, some 22.3 million people arrived in the 
United States. The peak year for migration was 1907. The spring of 
that year saw a virtual traffi c jam of steamers at Ellis Island. On two 
days alone — Tuesday, April 16, and Wednesday, April 17 — a total of 
thirteen ships pulled in from Belgium, England, Germany, France, 
and the West Indies, carrying a total of 16,121 immigrants. Among 
the vessels was the  Nieuw Amsterdam , a new, block - long steamship 
packed above capacity. Built to accommodate 2,200 passengers in 
steerage, it carried 2,300. The trip across the Atlantic from Rotterdam 
lasted eleven days. As they entered the main building, prepared for 
an inspection process that could take up to fi ve hours, the  newcomers, 
speaking a cacophony of languages, including Dutch, German, 
Polish, Yiddish, Turkish, and Hungarian, made their way three 
abreast up the steps and into the Registry Room to be questioned and 
tested. They had arrived at an opportune time, when an expanding 
economy craved labor. That year, railroad companies, mines, and 
banks all posted record levels of business. 
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 •  •  •

In the southwestern states, economies were expanding rapidly, but 
sparse populations could not fi ll the rising demands of labor - intensive 
industries. Pulled by available jobs in the United States and pushed 
along by Mexican government policies that displaced farmers from 
communal farms, workers from Mexico came by the thousands to work 
in fi elds, mines, fruit orchards, packing plants, and on the railroads. 

 Loose controls accommodated industry ’ s needs, allowing Mexican 
laborers to travel freely back and forth across the border. The policy 
was essentially  “ easy come, easy go. ”  The U.S. Commissioner - General 
of Immigration, an agency then under the Department of Commerce 
and Labor, did not even bother to get an accurate count of the 
number of incoming Mexicans, estimated at more than fi fty thousand 
a year. Labor contractors and recruiters fanned out throughout the 
border areas to ensure a steady stream of Mexican workers, disregard-
ing an1885 federal law that specifi cally prohibited American employers 
from signing contracts promising jobs to migrants before they arrived 
in the country. 

 Unregulated migration served both countries. Mexico had an 
escape valve for its poorest citizens, who were unemployed and poten-
tially revolutionary. U.S. industries were provided a ready source 
of cheap labor. Representatives of large industrial enterprises told 
Congress that they were so dependent on Mexican labor that immigra-
tion restrictions would leave them on the verge of bankruptcy. 

 A 1910 U.S. congressional commission reported that Mexican 
railroad workers were not only plentiful, they also were cheap, at least 
compared to  “ the English - speaking races formerly employed by most 
of the railroad companies. ”  Railroad companies paid nearly all their 
Mexican track maintenance workers less than  $ 1.25 a day, compared 
to the daily rate of  $ 1.50 or more (a 20 percent difference) earned 
by just about every English, Greek, Irish, and Norwegian employee. 
The report noted that in addition to their low pay rates, the railroads 
prized Mexicans for their docility, fi nding that they were well suited 
to the hot climate  “ and regarded as being very tractable; in fact, they 
are noted for their passive obedience. ”  A Texas cotton grower said, 
 “ They are content with whatever you give them. [T]hey ’ re more sub-
servient, if that ’ s the word. ”  
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•  •  •

 Mexico wasn ’ t the only source of cheap labor in the West.   In the 
latter part of the nineteenth century, migrants from China poured 
into the country to work in fi elds, mines, and on the railroads.

Some fi fteen thousand Chinese miners joined the California Gold 
Rush in the 1850s. Over the next thirty years, nearly 250,000 Chinese 
migrants, many recruited by U.S. companies, crossed the Pacifi c. 
But after the gold boom went bust and an economic depression took 
hold, many Americans blamed Asian immigrants for the decline. The 
United States was entering a prolonged period of economic contrac-
tion, a downturn that lasted almost as long as the Great Depression. 
An increasingly virulent restrictionist movement argued that migration 
laws needed to be adjusted accordingly. 

 Anti - Chinese hatred was motivated by a combination of unbridled 
racism and the fear by organized labor that the pool of cheap Chinese 
workers was depressing wages. The xenophobia started in the West in 
the 1870s and rippled through national politics. 

 Mobs attacked Chinese businesses and homes in San Francisco. 
The California Workingmen ’ s Party adopted the slogan  “ The Chinese 
Must Go! ”  and rallies decrying the  “ Chinese curse ”  were held around 
California. At an 1882 mass meeting in Los Angeles, some three 
thousand people in attendance passed a resolution blaming Chinese 
migrants for driving down living standards, declaring that  “ centuries 
of abject slavery have endowed the Chinaman with an almost super-
natural power of enduring privation low wages and an existence truly 
devoid of anything that is not embodied in a machine. ”  Newspaper 
publisher J. J. Ayers condemned  “ these heathen bloodsuckers, ”  and 
banker John G. Downey, a former California governor, asserted,  “ The 
great founders of the Republic had clearly in view the happiness of a 
white race. ”  (Downey, an Irish immigrant, would take little comfort 
in knowing that by 2007, the Southern California city named in his 
honor was 8 percent Asian and 66 percent Latino.) 

 With political pressure mounting, in an effort to bring a halt to 
most legal immigration from China, Congress passed the Asian 
Exclusion Act of 1882, ending what had been a policy of virtually 
free access by migrants. It was the fi rst time that federal law had been 
used to control and limit migration to the United States by nationality. 
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As a result, the fi rst  “ illegal immigrants ”  to the United States were 
Chinese. 

 Comparatively little attention was focused on Mexicans. The racial
calculations of the political establishment held Asians, and later, 
eastern and southern Europeans to be  “ undesirable ”  but did not 
include Mexicans. Mexicans were considered inferior to whites, but 
the U.S. government did not categorize them by race. Defi nitions 
became complicated in 1848, when the United States annexed 
part of Mexico following the Mexican - American War. Since, at 
the time, only whites were legally able to become naturalized 
U.S. citizens, conferring automatic citizenship on residents of the 
newly acquired territory meant that de facto Mexicans would be 
recognized as  “ white. ”  Their new standing was not seen as a racial 
promotion.  “ Rather, ”  as the historian Mae Ngai has written,  “ it 
indicated Mexicans ’  new status as a conquered population. ”  

 The vitriol that spewed forth against migrants who had crossed the 
Pacifi c was replicated by denunciations of those who were arriving in 
increasing numbers from southern and eastern Europe to America ’ s 
eastern shore.   Restrictionists saw newcomers as an unwelcome, untidy 
fl ood. Virulent anti - Catholics assailed Irish migrants. Others saw dangers 
in the arriving   Italians, Russians, Ukrainians, Slovaks, Poles, Croatians, 
Serbs, Slavs, Greeks, and Jews. Conservative political fi gures and 
intellectuals were in the forefront of an infl uential movement advo-
cating greater migration controls, not only because of the extent of 
the infl ux but because the newcomers ’  diversity represented  “ races 
most alien to the body of the American people and from the lowest 
and most illiterate classes among those races, ”  as Congressman (later 
Senator) Henry Cabot Lodge, a blue - blooded Republican politician 
from Boston, put it. 

 Quoting the observations of U.S. consuls general stationed in 
Europe, Lodge categorized by nationality what for him were the 
odious qualities of the most undesirable migrants — Austrians ( “ ultra -
 socialists and anarchists ” ), Bohemians ( “ illiterate and ignorant in 
the extreme ” ), Slovaks (known for their  “ love of whisky ” ), southern 
Italians (given to  “ brigandage ” ), and Russians (belonging to the 
 “ lowest classes ” ). 
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 By 1907, immigrants from southern and eastern Europe outnum-
bered northern European arrivals by four to one. Congress appointed 
a commission to study the issue, and in 1911, the Dillingham Com-
mission, named for its chairman, Senator William P. Dillingham, a 
Republican from Vermont, published a forty-two - volume report on 
the threats posed by large - scale migration across the Atlantic. 

 Two commission staff members summarized the commission ’ s 
conclusions in a 605 - page book whose fi ndings were telegraphed in its 
title:  The Immigration Problem . Jeremiah W. Jenks and W. Jett Lauck 
reported that compared to Americans born in the United States, 
immigrants were more inclined toward insanity. They had failed 
to assimilate or to learn English, contributed to overcrowding, were 
unsanitary, unskilled, illiterate, imperiled job safety, displaced workers, 
and retarded wage increases. 

 Nativists found support from prominent academics and pseudo-
scientists who championed the dubious cause of eugenics, which 
tried to limit the population of so - called   inferior   races. One propo-
nent, Madison Grant, chairman of the New York Zoological Society, 
described the  “ Nordics ”  of northern and western Europe who settled 
America as  “ a pure race of one of the most gifted and vigorous stocks 
on earth. ”  

 New immigrants from Europe, Grant wrote in 1921, included  “ a 
large and increasing number of the weak, the broken and the mentally 
crippled of all races drawn from the lowest stratum of the Mediterranean 
basin and the Balkans, together with hordes of the wretched, sub-
merged populations of the Polish Ghettos. Our jails, insane asylums and 
 almshouses are fi lled with this human fl otsam and the whole tone of 
American life, social, moral and political has been lowered and vulgar-
ized by them. ”  

 The pressure for immigration controls was part of a powerful 
political movement, which crescendoed with three landmark laws. 
The Immigration Act of 1917 established a literacy test, added a head 
tax, excluded  “ idiots, ”  alcoholics, anarchists, and contract laborers, and 
extended an Asian  “ barred zone. ”  It was followed by the Immigration 
Acts of 1921 and 1924 which established a system of national pref-
erences and quotas. Numerical limits were based on the number of 
people from each country who had been in the United States before 
1890. The system, designed to favor migrants from the north and the 
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west of Europe, all but shut the  “ golden door ”  of the United States to 
future  “ huddled masses ”  from eastern and southern Europe. 

 At the southern border, the U.S. government continued its more 
laissez - faire attitude. In 1917, when America entered World War I, the 
agriculture industry complained of a labor shortage. Working - age men 
were either entering the military or going into factories engaged in war 
production. Growers wanted to import Mexicans but faced restrictions 
due to the Immigration Act passed that year. They turned to a friend 
in Washington, Herbert Hoover, then the U.S. food administrator, 
who was responsible for increasing wartime agricultural production. 
Joined by representatives of railroad, mining, and industrial interests, 
the future president successfully persuaded the secretary of labor to 
exempt Mexicans from the act ’ s restrictions. 

 Even following the establishment of the Border Patrol in 1924, a 
hands - off policy toward Mexican migrants persisted. The new agency 
was poorly staffed and underfunded. Border Patrol agents earned half 
as much as brick - layers and had to supply their own horses and saddles. 
The U.S. – Mexico border was, for all practical purposes, an imaginary 
line. Industries competed for Mexican laborers, since quota laws 
had made fresh European workers more diffi cult to obtain. Labor agents 
from the northern United States went into Texas and recruited Mexican 
workers, spiriting them out of the state in crowded, canvas - covered trucks. 

 But with the onset of the Great Depression at the end of the dec-
ade, there was little tolerance for migrants. Once again, seeking to 
manage migration, Herbert Hoover sprang into action. Years earlier, 
during World War I, he had responded to the needs of agribusiness 
by pressuring Washington to open the migration valve and allow in 
more Mexican workers. But that was then. Elected president in 1928, 
he was grappling with an economic freefall and was faced with bread-
lines, soup kitchens, and mass unemployment. The Hoover admin-
istration resolved to not only stop the fl ow of migrants from Mexico, 
but to reverse it. Local offi cials (particularly from Los Angeles), anx-
ious to relieve swelling welfare rolls, implored Hoover’s secretary of 
labor, William Nuckles Doak, who was responsible for overseeing the 
Immigration Service, to  “ get rid of Mexicans, ”  in the words of scholars 
Francisco E. Balderrama and Raymond Rodr í guez. Doak was happy 

c09.indd   160c09.indd   160 3/12/10   10:42:31 AM3/12/10   10:42:31 AM



 “HELP WANTED”   OR   “NO TRESPASSING”  161

to oblige and undertook a mass deportation program that continued 
into the administrations of Franklin D. Roosevelt. Immigration agents 
were ruthless in their raids, chasing down Latinos, ignoring due proc-
ess, and failing to distinguish between legal and nonlegal residents of 
the United States. Authorities deported as many as one million people. 

 They decided  “ these are the ones that are easier to get rid of, ”  
Maria Acosta told me in 2003. She was two and a half years old in 
1932 when her father, Alfredo, a legal U.S. resident born in Mexico, 
was swept up in an immigration raid as he worked with other lab-
orers on a federal public works project near their home in northern 
California. Her father later told her about the cold effi ciency of the 
immigration agents who arrived at the work site to process her father 
and the other workers who were about to become deportees. 

  “ They said,  ‘ We decided to send you to Mexico. So, line up and 
come one by one and get your tickets. ’  ”  The agent asked,  “  ’ How many 
are you in the family? ’  And my father says,  ‘ Five. ’  He says,  ‘ Here are 
fi ve tickets. ’  He says,  ‘ Be ready tomorrow. The bus is going to go by 
about eight o ’ clock. Be on the sidewalk. And one suitcase per person. 
One for you, one for your wife, and one for the three children. ’  ”  

 The family was bused to Los Angeles and then put on a train to 
the northern state of Chihuahua, Mexico, where Acosta, who had 
been born in the United States, lived until she was a teenager. 

  “ My parents couldn ’ t understand why they were kicked out. 
Just —  ‘ They don ’ t want you anymore; there ’ s no room for you. ’  They 
were humiliated. ”  Acosta lived in a house without running water or 
electricity until age fi fteen, when she returned to the United States to 
work as a seamstress in a garment factory. 

 During the 1940s and 1950s, U.S. immigration policies were fi ckle 
and situational—varying according to changing politics and the 
requirements of businesses. Mexicans were considered alternately 
dependable and expendable. The Bracero or Mexican Farm Labor 
Program, begun in 1942 as a series of agreements between the 
U.S. and Mexican governments, lasted twenty-two years. Even 
though the program was begun to address World War II labor needs, 
the vast majority of workers imported under its auspices came after 
the war ended. The plan did little to deter illegal migration. 
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If anything, the program served only to increase it. Many farmers 
preferred to circumvent the agreement. Hiring illegal immigrants 
freed them of obligations to meet wage requirements and to provide 
their workers with housing, food, and medical care. 

 With the end of the Korean War, an economic downturn com-
bined with McCarthy - era anti - immigrant hysteria brought yet another 
crackdown. In 1954 President Dwight D. Eisenhower ’ s new immi-
gration chief, retired General Joseph  “ Jumpin ’  Joe ”  Swing, launched 
Operation Wetback. Government personnel rounded up migrants in 
border communities and deported them by bus, truck, train, and ship, 
transporting them into the Mexican interior. By the time the depor-
tations ended a few months after they began, the Immigration and 
Naturalization Service claimed to have forcibly removed 1.1 million 
Mexicans. Many of them, of course, turned right around and returned. 

 Over the past six decades, United States immigration policies 
have been infl uenced by an assortment of factors: changing economic 
needs, Cold War politics, civil rights movements, and the mass infl ux 
of Mexicans. 

 The 1952 Immigration Act created a preference for the admission 
of professionals whose skills were valued and whose services were 
seen as needed for the Cold War race against the Soviet Union. 
The precedent - setting law opened the door for the entry of tempo-
rary workers and for a visa program still in existence. The law once 
again linked the Department of Labor to immigration management 
by allowing the granting of visas unless the department determined 
that the supply of labor was suffi cient. Over several decades, Congress 
passed laws (in 1976, 1990, 1998, and again in 2000) incrementally 
increasing the number of employment - based visas. 

 The rise of the civil rights movement helped usher in the land-
mark Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965. By fi nally abolishing the 
discriminatory system assigning preferences on the basis of national 
origins, the law was a milestone for racial equality. 

  “ This bill says simply that from this day forth those wishing to 
immigrate to America shall be admitted on the basis of their skills and 
their close relationship to those already here, ”  explained President 
Lyndon B. Johnson at the signing ceremony on Liberty Island, where 
the Statue of Liberty is located. The 1965 law gave preference to reu-
niting family members (74 percent of visas) and to skilled migrants 
(20 percent of visas). 
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  “ This bill that we will sign today is not a revolutionary bill. It 
does not affect the lives of millions, ”  said LBJ. Johnson was repeating 
the assurances of the bill ’ s proponents, chief among them Robert F. 
Kennedy and Edward M. Kennedy, who, in response to critics, had 
predicted that the act would not cause immigration levels to rise nor 
change appreciably the composition of the migrant population. But 
they were wrong on both counts. As a result of the act, legal immigra-
tion from Asia and Latin America soared, while European migration 
was hardly affected. 

 There were three main reasons for the increase in the number of 
Asians and Latin Americans. First of all, as had been the case in Europe 
a century before, modernization and industrial change spurred people 
to move from the countryside to the cities. Immigration was the logical 
next step. Another factor was the changing U.S. economy. America ’ s 
manufacturing base was sliding, and demand was growing for workers 
at both ends of the job skills spectrum — well - trained experts and serv-
ice employees. Finally, the 1965 law encouraged migration based on 
family ties, so migrants who moved to the United States were allowed 
to send for relatives — a process known as   chain migration.   

 The changing U.S. economy also was a lure. In the 1970s, both 
legal and illegal migration from Mexico increased. 

  “ We ’ re facing a vast army that ’ s carrying out a silent invasion of 
the United States, ”  declared Immigration and Naturalization Service 
(INS) commissioner Leonard Chapman in 1978. 

 The United States had come through a period of high infl a-
tion and unemployment. As a result, public opinion surveys showed 
support for measures to decrease legal migration levels. In Mexico, 
the government was coping with an economic crisis. As the nation 
entered an economic recession, offi cials there devalued the peso. In 
the White House, members of the National Security Council moni-
toring the growing crisis tried to anticipate its effect on migration lev-
els and politics. 

  “ [W]e can expect that as things get tougher for poorer Mexicans 
and the dollar earned abroad buys even more for the family back home, 
the U.S. labor market will become even more attractive to  ‘ illegals, ’   ”  
economist Robert M. Hormats wrote to his boss, Brent Scowcroft, 
President Gerald Ford ’ s national security adviser, in a 1976 memo. 
 “ This will result in additional calls to end the displacement of U.S. 
workers by cracking down on immigration laws, ”  Hormats predicted. 
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•  •  •

 It ’ s an ironic but obvious fact: even when the economy sours in the 
United States, Mexicans still move north, driven by the relative differ-
ences between the countries. During the fi rst quarter of 2009, emigra-
tion from Mexico declined 27 percent over the same period in 2007. 
Nonetheless, even with the sagging U.S. economy, from April 2008 to 
the end of March 2009, 636,303 people left Mexico, according to the 
Mexican government. (Government fi gures don ’ t record where they 
moved, but it is a safe bet that most wound up in the United States.) That 
represented a huge drop compared to previous years, but it pointed to a 
degree of confi dence in the perceived benefi ts of crossing the border. 

 Current debates over immigration have their roots in the 
1980s. As migration from Mexico increased, the subject became 
an increasingly pressing political item as well as a hot potato for 
policymakers, legislators, and lobbyists. Proponents of tighter immi-
gration controls, particularly in the Southwest, were alarmed by 
an unprecedented infl ux of migrants and by the massive cultural and 
demographic changes under way. By 1980 it was clear that the number 
of Latinos in the United States would soon outnumber blacks. 

 The four hundred Border Patrol agents were no match for migrants 
able to cross over from Mexico into the United States practically at will. 

  “ Invited and uninvited, rich and poor — but mostly poor — foreigners 
are pouring into the U.S. in greater numbers than at any time since 
the last great surge of European immigrants in the early 1900s, ”   Time  
magazine reported in 1981. 

  “ This country has lost control of its borders, and no country can 
sustain that kind of position, ”  declared President Ronald Reagan. 

 With proposals for federal immigration legislation stymied, Reagan 
decided to address the issue through the budget process, beefi ng up 
the staff of the U.S. Border Patrol and supplying the agency with new 
equipment. In 1985, I looked on as Harold Ezell, the western regional 
commissioner of the INS, welcomed a crop of newly trained and 
freshly deployed agents to the San Diego offi ce. Ezell was a showman 
who relished the opportunity to make a point for a visiting reporter. 

  “ You ’ re doing this for the salvation, in my opinion, of our entire 
nation, ”  he told the assembled agents, dressed in new khaki green 
uniforms.  “ If we don ’ t gain control of these borders within the next 
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fi ve years, the America that we know today is not going to be the 
America of tomorrow. ”  

 Ezell was a strong supporter of the Immigration Reform and 
Control Act (IRCA), which Reagan signed the following year. But the 
new regulations did nothing to alter the migration trajectory that 
the INS commissioner had inelegantly described as a “silent inva-
sion” seven years earlier. If anything, IRCA ended up accelerating 
the trend. The legislation was a compromise that ended up providing 
amnesty for some three million previously illegal migrants, far more 
than the program ’ s backers had anticipated. And that was just for 
starters. Once new legal residents had become citizens, they became 
eligible to bring in relatives under the family reunifi cation provision 
of the 1965 law. 

 Moreover, the political centerpiece of IRCA proved to be inef-
fective. Under the law, for the fi rst time in U.S. history, it became a 
crime to employ an illegal migrant. The idea was to reduce unlawful 
migration by cutting out the bait: jobs. Proponents had gone along 
with amnesty fi guring that the big stick of employer sanctions would 
accomplish their long - range goal. As a trade - off, it seemed like a 
sound plan. 

 But employers had managed to push through a huge loophole in 
the law. IRCA made it unlawful to hire a migrant  “ knowing the alien 
is an unauthorized alien. ”  The word  “ knowing ”  was the key. The law 
required employers to inspect documents provided by job applicants, 
but it didn ’ t obligate them to check the authenticity of the paper-
work. If employers accepted identity documents on  “ good faith, ”  as 
the law provides, they could easily plead ignorance if the paperwork 
ended up being bogus. IRCA spawned a boon for the counterfeiting 
industry, which provided legitimate - looking but fraudulent docu-
ments to illegal migrant workers. As a result, the law did little if any-
thing to stop migration. 

 In recent decades, the economy has again played a role in immigra-
tion policy and debates. The end of the Cold War and job cuts in the 
aerospace industry led to a recession in the early 1990s that was felt 
particularly hard in California. At the same time, a rise in the service 
economy created a need for low - skilled jobs and acted as a magnet 
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for migrant workers. The combination of continued migration and 
economic uncertainty made for a volatile political brew. In 1994, 
anti - migration activists campaigned for a California ballot initiative, 
Proposition 187. The  “ Save Our State ”  measure was designed to 
eliminate public social services for illegal migrants. Politicians seized 
on an emotional issue. 

  “ They keep on coming! ”  an announcer ominously intoned 
over black - and - white video of Mexicans rushing across the border 
near San Diego. Latino activists quickly denounced the commercial 
for Republican governor Pete Wilson of California, then running for 
reelection, as racist, xenophobic, and fear - mongering. But Wilson ’ s 
ad tapped into popular sentiment. He won the contest easily, beating 
his Democratic rival, Kathleen Brown, by 15 percentage points. 

 However, stepped - up border enforcement was hardly a partisan 
issue. The buildup of the U.S. Border Patrol, begun by Ronald Reagan, 
continued on President Bill Clinton ’ s watch. Operation Blockade in El 
Paso, Texas, was followed by Operation Gatekeeper in San Diego. The 
Democratic administration’s militarization of the border — the fencing, 
high - intensity fl oodlights, and intensive patrols — was unprecedented. 

 Congress ’ s focus on deterrence continued with the Illegal Immi-
gration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act of 1996, which 
further expanded the Border Patrol, a cause President George W. 
Bush advanced during his administration. In eight years, Bush more 
than doubled the staff of the Border Patrol, raising the total from 
about nine thousand to twenty thousand agents. In the last four 
years of his administration the combined budgets for the main agen-
cies responsible for immigration issues (U.S. Customs and Border 
Protection, U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement, and U.S. 
Citizenship and Immigration Services—all under the Department of 
Homeland Security) jumped by 50 percent. 

 But the effects of border enforcement on the extent of illegal 
migration were hard to gauge. Even though the Mexican government 
reported a more than 50 percent decline in the number of migrants 
leaving during 2008 compared to the previous year, analysts suggested 
that the economic downturn may have had as much to do with the 
drop as stepped - up enforcement. 

 Regardless of the numbers, more vigorous border controls have 
affected the travel patterns of illegal migrants. For one thing, they 
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have chosen more risky, less guarded routes through the desert and 
mountains to enter the United States. As a result, more have died mak-
ing the journey. In addition, the increased diffi culties in crossing the 
border have had the unintended consequence of bottling up migrants 
who have made it to the United States. Instead of coming and going 
(a practice called  “ circular migration ” ), as migrants often used to do 
when cross - border travel was easier, many have decided to stay in the 
United States, fearing that if they leave, they won ’ t be able to return. 

 In addition to policing at the border, the Bush administration 
stepped up enforcement of immigration laws inside the country. It 
increased deportations and prosecutions of illegal migrants wanted 
for crimes. Cooperation between local law enforcement and federal 
immigration agencies became routine. Acknowledging  “ [e]mployment 
as a primary driving force behind illegal immigration, ”  the Bush 
administration also substantially increased its enforcement of immi-
gration laws at work sites. The offi ce of Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement (ICE) made close to seven thousand arrests in 2008, a 
nearly fourteenfold increase since 2002. The highly publicized raids 
drew the wrath of migrants ’  rights groups and lawyers, complaining 
about heavy - handed tactics. But the work - site enforcement program 
made a negligible dent in the illegal migrant employment picture. 
For one thing, of those arrested, only 135 were owners or manage-
rial staff. For another, the number of people arrested amounted to 
less than 1 percent of the illegal workforce and was about equal to 
the number of traffi c tickets issued by the New Haven, Connecticut, 
Police Department in the last six months of 2008. If there was any 
message in ICE ’ s work - site enforcement program, it was that in general 
employers had little to worry about. 

By contrast, the Obama administration embarked on a sterner 
and more strategic approach to immigration law enforcement. The 
administration aimed to walk a fi ne line. One ultimate goal, as the 
president had defi ned it, was to bring illegal immigrants “out of 
the shadows.” But, as they pushed off efforts to enact comprehen-
sive immigration reform until the second year, administration offi -
cials worked to establish their immigration enforcement bona fi des. 
Within a year of taking offi ce, Janet Napolitano, the U.S. secretary 
of homeland security, expanded a program to allow law enforcement 
offi cials to act as immigration agents, mandated the use of a worker 
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verifi cation system (E-Verify) by employers with federal contracts, 
and stepped up a program to audit the hiring records of businesses “to 
determine compliance with employment eligibility verifi cation laws.”

“ICE [Immigration and Customs Enforcement] is focused on fi nd-
ing and penalizing employers who believe they can unfairly get ahead 
by cultivating illegal workplaces,” declared John Morton, the head of 
the investigative arm of the Department of Homeland Security. “We 
are increasing criminal and civil enforcement of immigration-related 
employment laws and imposing smart, tough employer sanctions to 
even the playing fi eld for employers who play by the rules.”

 The Obama administration also continued the buildup of border 
fortifi cations, even as questions persisted about their cost and effec-
tiveness. In September 2009, the Government Accountability Offi ce 
issued two in a continuing series of reports highlighting problems in 
the development of the Secure Border Initiative (SBI) program. The 
system, combining radars, sensors, cameras, and 661 miles of fenc-
ing, was seven years behind schedule and plagued by technical 
snafus as well as cost overruns. With much of the fencing (303 miles) 
designed only to prevent vehicles from crossing, the GAO said the 
government had not established a method to evaluate the system ’ s 
effectiveness. Investigators found also that in three years,  “ there had 
been 3,363 breaches in the fence, with each breach costing an aver-
age of  $ 1,300 to repair. ”  

    At the time of the review, the SBI program had cost $3.7 billion 
in four years. It had been criticized by the left for being a waste of 
money and inhumane and by environmental groups for endangering 
wildlife habitat. Critics on the right complained that it didn’t go far 
enough. Napolitano decided to split the difference—to proceed with 
existing plans and to defer any decision about whether to expand the 
project.

As the administration’s top offi cial responsible for immigration 
law enforcement, if Janet Napolitano had any doubts about a bor-
der fence, she did not let it show. “The Border Patrol has increased 
its forces to more than twenty thousand offi cers, and DHS has built 
more than six hundred miles of border fencing,” she boasted during 
a November 2009 speech. “Both of these milestones demonstrate 
that we have gotten Congress’s message.” In truth, she was actually 
 taking credit for continuing the policies of President George W. Bush. 
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Before landing the job that made her responsible for the border 
fence, she famously questioned its effectiveness in the face of the 
jobs magnet. “Show me a fi fty-foot fence, and I’ll show you a fi fty-
one-foot ladder,” she repeated as Arizona governor, when the fence 
project got under way.

By promising to get tougher on recalcitrant employers of illegal 
immigrants, Napolitano demonstrated a degree of consistency, but 
only up to a point. Her priorities were refl ected in her funding. The 
Department of Homeland Security’s 2010 fi scal year budget allocated 
more than $779 million to “Border Security Fencing, Infrastructure, 
and Technology,” compared to $6 million allotted to the “Worksite 
Enforcement” program.

If the allocation of resources is any indication, most businesses 
using illegal immigrants have little to fear. For all intents and pur-
poses, an employer-friendly status quo continues, and, in the end, for 
all the words, money, and passion, devoted to migration control, for all 
the expenditures on border patrol agents, high - tech security, watch-
towers, sensors, infrared cameras, patrol aircrafts, raids, roundups, pris-
ons, deportations, and concertina wire, the fact remains that in 2008, 
the estimated number of illegal immigrants in the American work-
force (about 8.3 million) equaled the entire population of New York 
City. (To be fair, not everyone in the country illegally sneaked across 
the border. Between a third and half of illegal migrants are believed to 
have entered on valid temporary visas but neglected to leave.) 

 Nonetheless, no matter how they arrived, the vast majority of 
illegal immigrants are here to stay. There is no political will, let alone 
a humane or practical way, to deport them. The upshot is a massive 
underground population servicing a large part of America ’ s labor needs. 

 The absence of a lucid immigration policy may seem dysfunctional. 
Quite the contrary. By default, as the numbers indicate, employers 
of illegal immigrants have won the day. And as all sides fl ail around, 
arguing over a more coherent national policy, a main priority of the 
corporate community is to ensure that the gates are kept open or at 
least ajar.                       
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C H A P T E R        1 0

    Politics, Infl uence,
and Alliances          

 The 2008 May Day demonstration in Los Angeles, timed to 
coincide with other pro - migrant rallies around the country, 

was a noisy affair. South Broadway, which cuts through downtown 
L.A., is a bustling place anyway. The street is a popular shopping 
area for working - class Latino migrants. Ranchero music blasting 
from storefront shops gives it the feel of a commercial neighbor-
hood in Latin America. As May Day demonstrators moved up 
Broadway, heading toward a gathering spot at a blocked - off inter-
section, conga drums and bullhorns competed with the racket of a 
low - fl ying police helicopter. Many marchers walked behind a slow -
 moving sound truck carrying the immensely popular, Grammy 
award - wining  norte ñ o  band Los Tigres del Norte. Standing on 
the flatbed, the musicians performed selections from their politi-
cally charged repertoire about the migrant experience. A new 
release,  “  El Muro ”   ( “ The Wall ” ), urged the president to build 
bridges instead of fences. 

 Vendors yelling  “ One dollar! One dollar! One dollar! ”  hawked 
small plastic fl ags of Mexico, the United States, and El Salvador. 
Others sold T - shirts stenciled with the image of Che Guevara. Pushcarts 
featured grilled hot dogs, shaved ice, and  deliciosos helados  (delicious 
ice cream). 
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 Along the route, banners and signs read  “ No More Separating 
Families, ”     “ Stop the Raids, ”     “ Legalize LA!, ”     “ Today We March. 
Tomorrow We Vote. ”  One man carried a hand - lettered poster that 
said  “ Army vet and son of illegal immigrants. ”  The rally had a somber 
undercurrent. The economy was fading, and attendance was lower than 
organizers had expected because people had been reluctant to leave 
work. Business at money transfer operations along the route was down. 
 “ It ’ s less people and less money this year, ”  a manager told me. 

 One man, a thirty - four - year - old construction worker, said he was 
considering returning home to Mexico with his wife, a fl ower seller. 
He said if he got work twice a week, he was lucky.  “ Sometimes there ’ s 
nothing, ”  he lamented. 

 One by one, speakers at the microphones denounced high - profi le 
immigration raids and deportations, calling instead for a legalization 
program. The lineup at the podium included politicians, labor activ-
ists, and migrant rights advocates. But one major supporter of the 
cause was an organization not represented at the dais or in the streets, 
one generally not given to participation in boisterous political dem-
onstrations, particularly not at International Workers ’  Day events: the 
Los Angeles Area Chamber of Commerce. 

 Nonetheless, the voice of the L.A. business community, with a 
membership of fi fteen hundred companies, did make a quiet gesture 
of solidarity timed to coincide with May Day. Although he was not in 
attendance to hear cheers from the ten thousand demonstrators in the 
downtown streets, chamber president Garry Toebben picked up their 
mantle by calling on the federal government to suspend its immigra-
tion raids on businesses. 

 Noting that the California  “ economy is largely dependent on 
immigrant labor and has been for more than a century, ”  Toebben told 
a reporter,  “ the status quo is no longer good enough. . . . As a business 
community, we call on our California [congressional] delegation to 
take the lead to pursue immigration reform. ”  

 The pursuit of business - friendly immigration policies has been a 
priority for companies that have come to rely on migrant workforces. 
Although the language is often couched according to circumstances 
and political currents, the overriding objectives of employers have 
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been consistent. The immigration laws they favor would have the effect 
of providing a cheap, disposable, compliant labor force by authorizing 
additional work visas. They would like the current illegal workforce 
legalized, and, beyond gathering paperwork and consulting computer 
records, employers do not want to be held responsible or penalized for 
hiring immigrant workers with the wrong identifi cation documents. 

 Advocates for business groups pushing at both the federal and state 
levels to ease immigration restrictions have often formed alliances with 
migrants’ rights organizations, sometimes joining with them to pursue 
lawsuits that challenge attempts to inhibit the use of migrant labor. 

 The convergence by business interests and civil rights groups 
involved in immigration politics has made for strange bedfellow coa-
litions. The public side of the pro - immigration debate is more likely 
to feature a representative of the National Council of La Raza than of 
the Chamber of Commerce. Nonetheless, marriages of convenience 
have been forged between organizations that under different circum-
stances are generally on opposite sides. 

 One organization, the National Immigration Forum, has estab-
lished itself as the go - to group for journalists wanting the liberal take 
on immigration issues. Its representatives, such as the executive direc-
tor Ali Noorani, the son of Pakistani immigrants, speak out at rallies 
and on TV talk shows. But behind the scenes, the forum ’ s less visible 
leaders have expressed more concern for the value of migrant work-
ers than for their rights. In 2009, its board, claiming to  “ collectively 
refl ect the broad pro - immigrant community, ”  included the chairman 
John Gay, at the time the chief lobbyist for the National Restaurant 
Association, and Randel Johnson, a vice president of the U.S. Chamber 
of Commerce. 

 In 2007, the U.S. Department of Homeland Security announced 
plans to implement a  “ no match ”  rule to prosecute employers for 
hiring workers who presented Social Security numbers that don ’ t 
match those on fi le with the Social Security Administration. Civil 
rights groups such as the National Council of La Raza and the AFL -
 CIO predictably and immediately cried foul. Their lawsuits were 
backed up by the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, the American Nursery 
and Landscape Association, and the National Roofi ng Contractors 
Association — the latter groups all representing employers normally at 
odds with unions. 
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 The odd political groupings also have played out in immigration 
disputes at the local level. For instance, after Hazleton, Pennsylvania, 
enacted its anti - illegal immigrant ordinance, such usual suspects as 
the American Civil Liberties Union and various Latino organiza-
tions quickly mounted court challenges. Less noticed were the busi-
ness groups that joined them. High - powered lawyers fi led amicus 
curiae (friend of the court) briefs on behalf of the U.S. Chamber 
of Commerce as well as chambers representing the states of Arizona, 
Colorado, Florida, Illinois, Indiana, Kansas, Kentucky, Missouri, New 
Jersey, North Carolina, Oklahoma, Tennessee, and West Virginia. 

 The business community ’ s political message about the need for 
migrant workers has remained consistent, with its arguments for easy 
access and looser regulations tailored to fi t the occasion. During 
periods of prosperity, the case made by business leaders and their 
allies is that bringing in or legalizing migrant workers helps the 
economy grow and gives the nation an edge in a globally competi-
tive environment. When downturns or threats emerge, they contend 
that migrants will assist in getting the economy back on track. To the 
business community, migrants are like aspirin, magic potions, or 
keys to a successful marriage — to be used in sickness and in health. 

 In 2006, when the United States was preoccupied with terrorist
threats, the Washington, D.C. – based American Immigration Law 
Foundation (AILA), funded in part by business groups, argued, 
 “ Legalizing undocumented workers, coupled with a large guest worker 
program, is . . . in the interest of our national security and constitutes a 
step that would aid our country in its efforts to combat terrorism. ”  

 Three years later, the Immigration Policy Center (IPC), the AILA ’ s 
research arm, reported that a legalization program was the perfect 
remedy for a new ailment:  “ Legalizing Undocumented Immigrants 
a Key to U.S. Economic Recovery ”  read the subtitle of a March 2009 
IPC report.  “ Legalizing undocumented workers would improve wages 
and working conditions for all workers and increase tax revenues for 
cash - strapped federal, state, and local governments. ”  

 A business - backed national lobbying group, ImmigrationWorks 
USA, delivered the same message in a February 2009  “ Action Alert ”  
issued to members.  “ Even in a recession, even with unemployment 
rising, many employers still need foreign workers to keep our busi-
nesses open and keep Americans employed, ”  it argued. 
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 With the economy in the doldrums, ImmigrationWorks USA 
prepped its members with a list of  “ Talking Points for Congressional 
Visits. ”  Even as the American jobless rate rose, the pitch relied on an 
old business bromide about worker shortages. 

  “ I ’ m an employer in your district, ”  read the suggested script.  “ My 
company [makes, does, provides, equips — fi ll in the details of what 
you do], and I ’ m here to talk to you about immigration. Even now, 
even in a recession, I have trouble fi nding workers to do [fi ll in with 
concrete details about your business]. ”  

 ImmigrationWorks USA was founded in 2008 by conservative 
activist Tamar Jacoby, who has long sparred with fellow conserva-
tive Republicans over immigration issues. She advocates a compromise 
policy that combines border security, more visas for migrant workers, 
and a form of legalization or amnesty for workers who are in the United 
States illegally. 

 The organization has a key principle:  “ At a time of labor shortages, 
American employers should not face a choice between growing their 
businesses and obeying the law. ”  

 For business owners in labor - intensive industries, lobbying for worker 
mobility has a long history, dating back to the times of the industrial 
revolution in Europe when business owners argued that restrictions on 
peasants be lifted so that laborers could move to cities to take factory 
jobs. Since then, businesses have persistently complained about labor 
shortages, suggesting they could be resolved if only immigration regu-
lations were eased. Labor organizations, of course, have questioned the 
motives of migration-friendly businesses, pointing out that an excess 
of willing workers gives employers the upper hand when it comes to 
determining wages and working conditions. If one person won’t accept 
the terms of a job, someone who is needier might. Industry pleas for 
the ability to import foreign workers because of labor shortages have 
continued in both good times and bad. Often the loudest voices 
have come from agriculture. Where borders have prevented workers 
from getting to the jobs, time and again employers and their advocates 
have fought for impediments to be removed or boundaries erased. 
Take the case of Germany ’ s industrial revolution some 140 years ago. 

 In 1917, with the approach of the summer harvest season, the 
 Los Angeles Times  lamented that as the national government was 
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busy furnishing  “ men, money and munitions ”  for World War I, 
California ranchers were fi guring out how to cope with  “ a shortage 
of many thousands of men ”  to work in the fi elds. But the  Times  also 
reported that the farmers had brought the  “ acute labor shortage ”  on 
themselves. 

  “ One of the anomalies of the situation is that there are thousands 
of men not now at work, ”  the paper found. Quoting investigators from 
the State Council of Defense, a disaster preparedness organization, the 
 Times  said,  “ One of the large factors in keeping farm labor away from 
California has been that some of the farmers have been in the habit 
of treating their help more like peons than self - respecting American 
citizens. ”  Offi cials suggested that improved working conditions would 
attract more workers. The notoriously antilabor newspaper had 
another idea.  “ One of the causes of the labor shortage, ”  it later edito-
rialized, is that  “ there has been a cessation of arrivals of settlers from 
foreign countries. . . . The  Times  has hopes that the shortage in farm 
labor may be supplied by Chinese, when Congress in its wisdom shall 
repeal or suspend for a period the operation of the exclusion law. ”  

 American industrialists voiced similar complaints about labor 
shortages in their factories and offered corresponding solutions. In the 
summer of 1917, Elbert H. Gary, whose namesake Indiana city was 
the headquarters for United States Steel Corporation, the company 
he founded, traveled to Chicago to present his own plan to alleviate 
the problem. Addressing the Commercial Club, a business group, 
Gary, then the chairman of U.S. Steel, declared that the United 
States should import workers from Puerto Rico and the Virgin Islands 
as well as  “ from Oriental countries. ”  

 The drumbeat from the  “ employing class ”  about worker shortages 
prompted the American Federation of Labor to create its Committee 
on Alleged Shortage of Labor to investigate the issue. 

 In the fall of 1917, the committee issued its report. Not surpris-
ingly, it found no lack of available workers  “ with the exception of a 
few classifi cations brought into existence through war conditions. ”  
To the contrary, union representatives around the country reported 
unemployment of skilled workers,  “ situation wanted ”  ads, and a high 
turnover of laborers. The AFL said farmers had experienced no prob-
lems harvesting crops and reported that many employers were having 
diffi culty fi nding workers because they were not providing decent 
housing. The federation concluded that Americanized immigrants 
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had become less willing to endure harsh working conditions and low 
pay and that the  “ employing class is awake to the fact . . . [that] the 
teachings of trade - unionism are spreading. ”  The result has been 
 “ the shifting of the common labor supply from economic slaves to 
relatively free men. ”  

 A subsequent union report on the labor shortage quoted an anon-
ymous government offi cial:  “ My experience, ”  he wrote,  “ has taught 
me that the average large employer of labor fi gures that in order that 
wages may be maintained to the point of his satisfaction, there should 
be two workers for every job. ”  

 Nearly a century later, American business owners seemed to be 
channeling the old claims of their grandparents ’  generation. In 2006 
and 2007, as the U.S. Congress tackled the subject of immigration 
law reform, a spate of news stories featured dire warnings from farm-
ers complaining about the diffi culty of fi nding workers and warning 
that fruit would rot and fi elds would lie fallow. Reporters unquestion-
ingly broadcast their pronouncements. 

  “ If the migrants don ’ t show up for the next harvest, Nick says he ’ ll 
have to destroy entire orchards that were planted more than a century 
ago, ”  reported ABC News correspondent John Qui ñ ones after inter-
viewing a pear grower in Lake County, in northern California.  “ Most 
of his crop, almost two million pounds, lies on the ground, rotting 
away. Thanks to increased security along the Mexican border, thou-
sands of migrant workers who harvest the nation ’ s fruits and vegeta-
bles never showed up to work. ”  

 Across the country, an apple farmer in upstate New York had the 
same lament,  “ We need to import this labor to pick crops or we ’ re going 
to be importing our crops, ”  John Teeple, told a newspaper reporter. 

 The fl urry of apocalyptic - sounding news reports prompted a sober 
analysis of the claims by the migration expert Philip L. Martin, a 
professor of agricultural economics at the University of California, 
Davis. Examining the pear industry, Martin found not only that the 
business was in decline anyway, but also that the Lake County pear 
harvest actually increased in 2006 over the previous year.  “ These 
reports of farm labor shortages are not accompanied by data that 
would buttress the anecdotes, like lower production of fruits and 
vegetables or a rise in farm wages as growers scrambled for the fewer 
workers available, ”  Martin pointed out. 
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  “ Economists evaluating claims of labor shortages look not to what 
employers  say , but to what they  do , ”  he wrote, concluding there was 
no evidence of a worker scarcity.  “ Fruit and vegetable production is 
rising, the average earnings of farm workers are not going up extraor-
dinarily fast, and consumers are not feeling a pinch — the cost of fresh 
fruits and vegetables has averaged about  $ 1 a day for most households 
over the past decade. ”  

 Farmers were not the only employer group to invoke a labor 
shortage as a reason for wanting looser immigration laws. Executives 
in healthcare, engineering, and computer businesses were also seek-
ing to import workers. But even in 2007, with low unemployment and 
an economy that seemed to be going great guns, it was hard to make 
the case for an actual shortage of workers. As former Merrill Lynch 
economist David Rosenberg told  Business Week ,  “ While it makes for 
nice cocktail conversation, the data aren ’ t saying there is an acute labor 
shortage in this country. ”  In a market economy, he explained, if you want 
more of something, you can pay more and have it. 

 In other words, just as in the early twentieth century, modern - day 
complaints by employers about a scarcity of workers are more likely 
to mean either that there ’ s a shortage of  cheap  labor or that employ-
ees are simply unwilling to take jobs with unacceptable wages. 

 The common wisdom that Americans won ’ t do certain jobs falls 
apart under the right circumstances. In late 2008 and early 2009, 
as unemployment soared, Colorado farmers, used to hiring migrant 
workers, found that increasing numbers of American residents 
and citizens were willing to take jobs in the fi elds.  “ A lot of the 
American workers are now applying for farm jobs that maybe they 
may not have applied for in the past, ”  Olga Ruiz, an offi cial with 
the Colorado Department of Labor and Employment, told a Denver 
television reporter.  And, by the end of 2009, there were reports of 
U.S. citizens standing on street corners and outside home improve-
ment stores soliciting day-labor jobs more commonly done by illegal 
migrants.

 The list of business groups advocating looser immigration laws 
and regulations represents a  Who ’ s Who  of corporate  movers and 
shakers. At the top, in terms of reach, is the U.S. Chamber of 

c10.indd   177c10.indd   177 3/12/10   10:42:53 AM3/12/10   10:42:53 AM



178  MOVING MILLIONS

Commerce, the world ’ s largest business federation, whose chief 
pro-immigration/probusiness argument, through thick and thin, has 
been,  “ We need the continued contributions of these immigrants to 
grow and remain competitive. ”  

 In addition to seeking changes in federal immigration laws, 
the chamber has fi led lawsuits challenging state and local efforts 
to crack down on illegal migrants, spoken out against  “ ill - advised 
enforcement - only bills, ”  opposed measures to verify the legal 
 status of job applicants, and lobbied to raise the caps on work visas 
so that American companies could import more foreign employ-
ees. The chamber also has lent support to two major industry 
groups, Compete America and the Essential Worker Immigration 
Coalition (EWIC). 

 The focus of EWIC (headquartered at the chamber ’ s own 
offi ces in Washington, D.C.) is  “ lesser skilled and unskilled ”  labor. 
Cofounded by John Gay, formerly a lobbyist with the National 
Restaurant Association, EWIC ’ s membership roster includes trade 
organizations representing meatpackers, restaurants, hotels, builders, 
agribusiness, outdoor amusement parks, fl ower growers, and home 
care agencies. The organization ’ s mission is to support  “ policies that 
facilitate the employment of essential workers ”  through programs that 
bring in  “ guest ”  workers and allow  “ hardworking, tax - paying undocu-
mented workers to earn legal status. ”  EWIC, along with other busi-
ness groups, law fi rms, and multinational companies, has provided 
funding to the American Immigration Law Foundation, the advocacy 
group referred to earlier, which proposed that legalizing illegal immi-
grants would both combat terrorism and provide the  “ Key to U.S. 
Economic Recovery. ”  

 Compete America represents companies in need of workers at 
the other end of the skills spectrum. In pursuit of its cause that 
 “ U.S. employers must have timely access to highly educated foreign 
nationals and have the ability to keep that talent in their workforce 
permanently when economically benefi cial, ”  the organization ’ s 
priority has been to boost the number of highly skilled visas issued 
under the H - 1B program. Its members are high - tech and com-
puter companies ranging from Google, Inc., Microsoft, Oracle, 
QUALCOMM, Inc., and Hewlett - Packard to manufacturers includ-
ing Motorola, Inc., the National Association of Manufacturers, the 
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Semiconductor Industry Association, Texas Instruments, Boeing, 
and Coca - Cola. 

 At a 2007 House subcommittee hearing, Laszlo Bock, Google ’ s 
vice president of people operations, who came as a child with his parents 
from Communist Romania, made the case for accepting more skilled 
migrant workers into the American workforce. Choking up over the 
privilege of speaking before a congressional committee, and with 
his refugee mother in the audience, Bock explained that 8 percent 
of Google ’ s employees were in the United States on H - 1B visas.  “ We 
believe that it is in the best interest of the United States to welcome 
into our workforce talented individuals who happen to have been 
born elsewhere, rather than send them back to their countries of 
origin, ”  Bock told the panel.  “ Hiring and retaining the most talented 
employees — regardless of national origin — is essential to the United 
States ’  ability to compete globally. ”  

 During the Bush administration, the push for what ’ s come to 
be known as  “ comprehensive immigration reform ”  (or what those 
involved in the debate refer to as  “ CIR ” ) was expensive and sustained. 
The Center for Responsive Politics listed some 450 organizations 
and companies that lobbied for immigration issues in 2007 alone. 
They spent millions of dollars and represented a broad spectrum 
of interests. Exactly how much was spent and on what is diffi cult 
to tell because reporting requirements allow room for substantial 
fudging of specifi c fi gures and activities. A handful of organiza-
tions, such as the Federation for American Immigration Reform 
(FAIR) and NumbersUSA, argued for more restrictive policies, 
but the vast majority of lobbyists represented companies, trade 
organizations, and interest groups pushing for more permissive 
legislation to allow for greater importation or for the legalization 
of migrant workers. 

 Companies lobbying for looser immigration rules spanned the 
corporate spectrum and included hotel and restaurant chains such as 
McDonald ’ s and Marriott, farm bureaus and dairy associations from 
around the country, and meatpackers such as Tyson Foods. Financial 
service companies, including Citigroup, Ernst  &  Young, Lehman 
Brothers, and Goldman Sachs, urged Congress to allow them to bring 
in more foreign workers, as did construction fi rms and landscapers, 
manufacturers, and hospitals. 
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 Universities and colleges lobbied to allow more foreign students 
into the country under the DREAM (Development, Relief, and 
Education for Alien Minors) Act, which would have provided 
immigrant children in the country unlawfully the opportunity to 
become residents. Many immigrant advocates argued for passage of 
the DREAM Act on humanitarian grounds, showing, for example, 
how accomplished youngsters brought to America as infants would 
suffer if they were deported. The College Board, a group of fi fty -
 six hundred colleges and universities, agreed with that assessment. 
Skipping over the obvious self - interest in gaining more tuition - pay-
ing customers, it made another fi scal argument, concluding,  “ In 
strictly economic terms, the contributions that DREAM Act students 
would make over their lifetimes would dwarf the small additional 
investment in their education beyond high school, and the intan-
gible benefi ts of legalizing and educating these students would be 
signifi cant. ”  

 To business - minded advocates of immigration reform, the economic 
justifi cations for admitting migrants are ample, whether they be illegal 
immigrant students, pear pickers, bricklayers, or computer programmers. 
To those categories, add another one: fashion models. Under cur-
rent law, foreign models wishing to work temporarily in the United 
States must compete against computer experts and accountants for a 
limited number of H - 1B visas. Unfair ?  Defi nitely, according to a 
coalition of modeling agencies, which in March 2006 formed the 
Fashion Model Fairness Project and hired the Washington, D.C., 
lobbyist Bruce A. Morrison to represent them. Morrrison, a former 
Democratic congressman who helped write immigration policy, was 
called on to push for a proposed new visa category for models. His 
argument: the economy, stupid. 

  “ When a model who is selected by someone who is doing a 
production is outside the country and is not in America, and needs 
to come into the country, if they can ’ t get here, it ’ s American workers 
who get hurt, ”  Morrison told an interviewer.  “ Because the production 
then moves out of the country, and all the jobs that are associated 
with the production that would otherwise be American jobs turn into 
foreign jobs in places like Milan and Buenos Aires. ”  
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 Besides working on behalf of modeling agencies, Morrison 
represents the American Hospital Association (AHA), which rep-
resents some fi ve thousand hospitals and health care systems and 
which has hired Morrison to lobby for visas to allow trained nurses 
into the country. Experts say there are about 135,000 unfi lled 
positions for registered nurses across the United States. The AHA 
wants the federal government to invest more money in nurses ’  
training to solve the long - range problem, but for the short term, it 
has supported bills authorizing the issuance of thousands of tem-
porary work visas for foreign nurses — up to twenty thousand a year 
in one bill promoted by Morrison, the Emergency Nursing Supply 
Relief Act, and up to fi fty thousand in another, the Nursing Relief 
Act of 2009. 

  “ They [the AHA] have no bias in favor of foreign trained nurses, ”  
Morrison told me.  “ If anything they have a bias in favor of domestic 
nurses. Most of all, my clients want there to be more nurses in order 
to fi ll slots that are going unfi lled all over the country. ”  

  “ Although signifi cant nurse recruitment initiatives have been 
adopted, ”  a Texas hospital executive told a congressional committee, 
 “ they cannot overcome a shortage of this magnitude. . . .   When local 
solutions fail to address the workforce challenges, hospitals must be 
able to have the option to recruit qualifi ed foreign nurses to provide 
care to our patients. ”  

 Nurses ’  unions such as the American Nurses Association have 
said the industry ’ s reliance on foreign nurses avoids the real problem, 
maintaining that instead of looking overseas for workers, by improving 
pay and working conditions, hospitals could fi nd employees domesti-
cally. Investments in training programs also would lure more people 
into nursing jobs. 

 President Obama has also expressed skepticism about a need 
for foreign nurses.  “ The notion that we would have to import nurses 
makes absolutely no sense, ”  he told a health care forum. 

  “ For people who get fi red up about the immigration debate and 
yet don ’ t notice that we could be training nurses right here in the 
United States — and there are a lot of people who would love to be in 
that helping profession and yet we just aren ’ t providing the resources 
to get them trained — that ’ s something that we ’ ve got to fi x. That 
should be a no - brainer. ”  
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 Similarly, U.S. computer programmers and engineers have opposed 
efforts by the high - technology industry to open more doors for 
foreign high - tech workers. They have tried to convince successive 
U.S. administrations to curb the numbers of H - 1B visa holders, but 
with little success. Their cause has been championed by two veteran 
senators, Charles Grassley, a Republican from Iowa, and Democrat 
Richard Durbin of Illinois. In 2007, the two tried unsuccessfully to 
require employers to make a  “ good - faith effort ”  to require employers 
to hire American workers over H - 1B visa holders. 

 In 2009, with the recession bearing down, Grassley upped the 
verbal wattage, describing abusers of the high - tech visa program as 
 “ H - 1B pimps. ”  Teaming with Vermont ’ s socialist senator Bernie Sanders, 
the Iowa Republican authored a measure, the Employ American 
Workers Act, to ban the use of H - 1B workers by banks receiving 
bailout money under the Troubled Asset Relief Program (TARP). 

 Probusiness commentators swung back, declaring the proposals 
anti  competitive. 

  “ America must compete in a global economy, ”  editorialized the 
 Wall Street Journal.   “ And if U.S. companies can ’ t hire these skilled 
workers — many of whom graduate from U.S. universities, by the way —
 you can bet foreign competitors will. ”  

  Forbes  writer Megha Bahree sounded the same theme in a com-
mentary headlined  “ Chuck Grassley Hurts America. ”  She wrote,  “ By 
sending non - U.S. - born employees packing, the government is ensuring 
the growth that does happen will be in Beijing and Bangalore. ”  

 By the time President Obama signed the economic stimulus leg-
islation on February 17, 2009, the Grassley - Sanders language had been 
softened from an outright ban on using H - 1B visa holders to a condition 
that required bailed - out banks to take  “ good - faith steps to recruit U.S. 
workers  . . .  using industry - wide standards and offering compensation 
that is at least as great as those offered to the H - 1B nonimmigrant. ”  

 The compromise did little to stifl e outrage from the promigration 
business community. One prominent immigration attorney from a 
global law fi rm that describes itself as  “ the leading provider of corporate 
immigration services and solutions ”  predicted the provision would 
make it  “ more diffi cult for American banks ”  and would lead fi nancial 
institutions that obtained TARP funding to discontinue hiring workers 
with H - 1B visas. 
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  “ You are giving them a lot of new hoops to jump through that 
competitors, both in the U.S. and abroad, don ’ t have to face, ”  Austin 
T. Fragomen Jr., the head of Fragomen, Del Rey, Bernsen  &  Loewy, told 
the  American Banker.   “ Global banks need to have a global work-
force, ”  he said.  “ The idea of hiring just American workers is shortsighted. 
If you hire a percentage of foreign nationals, then you have a stable 
of people developing with the banks that can then return to their 
home country and have an impact on recruiting overseas. ”  

 Microsoft Corporation, which has been a heavy user of the H - 1B 
program, acknowledged that the recession had led to a reduced need 
for foreign computer experts, but made it clear that Microsoft would 
yield no ground in any battles over visa restrictions or limits:  “ Given 
the economic downturn, we are fi ling substantially fewer H - 1B appli-
cations than we fi led last year, ”  wrote the company general counsel 
Brad Smith in April 2009 on a Microsoft blog. 

  “ [To] succeed and continue adding jobs in the highly competitive 
global technology business, Microsoft and other U.S. companies must 
be able to hire top talent wherever it is located, ”  he added.  “ The 
number of H - 1B visas remains very limited. . . .   Because of these lim-
its, many very valuable employees may not be selected for H - 1Bs this 
year. For many, this means that they will have to leave — taking their 
skills, innovation, inspiration, and valuable economic contributions 
with them, at a time when America needs them the most. ”  

 When it comes to economic interests and the politics of immigration, 
the story has been pretty consistent, with one exception: organized 
labor. For much of its history, the goals of organizers — to safeguard 
worker rights and protect wages — put American labor in the antimigrant 
camp. But changing demographics and diminishing union member-
ships spurred labor leaders to adjust their outlook. Their shifted stance 
has broadly aligned labor with promigration business and civil rights 
groups, albeit with different and sometimes confl icting emphases. 

 For more than a century, up until the late 1980s, the American 
labor movement was at the forefront of efforts to banish or restrict 
migration. Labor leaders led violent anti - Chinese mobs in the late 
nineteenth century, and in the twentieth successfully lobbied for a 
literacy test. 
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 Union organizers showed little regard or concern for migrant farm 
workers, whom they saw as undercutting their own organizing efforts. In 
1951 the National Farm Labor Union charged that  “ California agri-
culture is being fl ooded with thousands upon thousands of Mexican 
illegals. ”  It recommended that AFL unions police their ranks to elim-
inate illegal migrants. 

 In the early 1970s, the United Farm Workers union (UFW), led 
by C é sar Ch á vez, ran a  “ wet line ”  at the Arizona border to discour-
age Mexicans from coming across to work in the fi elds as strikebreakers. 
Law enforcement offi cials investigated UFW members whom they 
suspected of intimidating Mexican migrants and setting fi re to 
their cars. 

 In 1979, Ch á vez complained that the Immigration and Natural-
ization Service (INS) wasn ’ t doing enough to deport migrant laborers 
working during a UFW lettuce strike. He called enforcement efforts a 
 “ farce. ”  In response, Leonard Castillo, commissioner of the INS, report-
edly replied,  “ This is one of those cases where the poor are demanding 
the deportation of the destitute. ”  

 During the 1980s, as union membership declined and migration 
increased, labor ’ s attitudes toward migrants changed appreciably. The 
 “ Justice for Janitors ”  campaign, begun in 1985, became a civil rights 
issue as sympathizers and religious leaders conducted sit - ins and 
demonstrations. 

 By 1999, with labor union membership at its lowest point in 
fi fty years, at a meeting of the AFL - CIO convention in Los Angeles, 
proimmigrant organizers in unions representing janitors, garment work-
ers, and employees of restaurants and hotels argued for a change in 
policy. Four months later, the leadership declared,  “ The AFL - CIO 
proudly stands on the side of immigrant workers. ”  In a turnaround 
that union brothers and sisters of a century earlier, and even C é sar 
Ch á vez, could hardly have imagined, labor went on record (in both 
English and Spanish) to support amnesty for illegal migrants and a 
lifting of employer sanction laws. 

 In April 2009, the labor federation took yet another step away from 
its historical opposition to temporary worker programs. Joining with the 
union coalition  “ Change to Win, ”  labor leaders adopted the position 
that temporary worker programs should be improved, not expanded, and 
should be limited to temporary or seasonal rather than permanent jobs. 
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  “ The labor movement is not opposed to temporary workers coming 
in the future, ”  union leader Eliseo Medina told a Senate committee. 
 “ It ’ s a question of how many, how do they get here, and what rights 
they have when they get here. ”  

 Ch á vez ’ s own United Farm Workers union also had undergone a 
transformation. In 2000, seven years after Ch á vez ’ s death, his succes-
sor and son - in - law Arturo S. Rodriguez, himself a farm worker rights 
activist, began quiet negotiations with growers on proposed changes 
to farm labor and immigration laws. At the same time, offi cials from 
the administrations of the U.S. and Mexican presidents, George W. Bush 
and Vicente Fox, were conducting talks about an immigration deal. 
(Those plans were derailed by the September 2001 terrorist attacks, 
which pushed the United States to harden border controls rather 
than ease them.) 

 By 2003, advocates for growers and farm workers had hammered out 
a compromise that eventually resulted in legislation, the Agricultural 
Job Opportunity, Benefi ts, and Security Act (AgJOBS for short), 
introduced by Democrats — U.S. senator Edward M. Kennedy and 
Rep-resentative Howard Berman — and Republicans — Senator Larry 
Craig and Representative Chris Cannon. AgJOBS provided for a pro-
gram of legalization for existing employees and a temporary worker 
scheme, one that provided that labor rights would be monitored by 
the U.S. Department of Labor. 

  “ I think we both realize that neither one of us would achieve 
what we ’ d want to happen unless we came together and sat down and 
worked out something that made sense for all the parties, ”  Rodriguez 
told me as we sat outside his offi ce, a few steps from the burial place 
of C é sar Ch á vez at the UFW compound in central California. He 
laughed when I asked him if, given the stormy history of the UFW ’ s 
relationship with growers, he ever thought he ’ d be sitting down with 
adversaries trying to work on legislation. 

  “ We ’ re in a new millennium, ”  he said.  “ We want to ensure that 
workers are given the opportunity to improve their standard of living, 
however that happens. ”  

 Farm labor unions have made such a U-turn that they are actively 
helping growers recruit temporary migrant workers from abroad. 

 The Ohio - based Farm Labor Organizing Committee (FLOC) 
maintains an offi ce two blocks from the U.S. consulate in Monterrey. 
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A steady stream of United States – bound workers recruited by FLOC 
comes into the two - story building to be briefed by the union ’ s 
Mexican staff members about the rights of migrant farmhands work-
ing in the United States. The union represents some seven thousand 
migrant workers as part of a collective bargaining agreement with a 
growers ’  association in North Carolina. The seasonal workers enter 
the United States under the H - 2A temporary farm worker program. 
The union arranges for their transportation and placement, and 
then monitors their housing and working conditions once they start 
on the job. 

 The United Farm Workers has a similar program to recruit tempo-
rary workers from Mexico and Thailand to U.S. farms. The migrants 
work under union contracts. 

  “ The trick is that fi rst of all we never displace workers in this 
country that want to work in agriculture or any other particular 
industry, ”  the UFW ’ s Rodriguez explained.  “ Secondly, if they are 
brought in, that they ’ re brought in under a humane situation and 
treated with the respect and dignity they deserve, like anyone else. 
And if we can maintain that kind of philosophy and ensure that that 
happens, then I think we ’ ve done our job. ”  

 One goal of the UFW recruitment program, said Rodriguez, is to 
promote the survival of the U.S. farm industry.  “ We want to ensure 
that agriculture continues in the United States. It would be a sad day 
for consumers to become dependent on foreign agricultural prod-
ucts in this country. And unfortunately, that ’ s the direction we ’ re 
moving. ”  

 Growers also are worried about the threat of foreign competition. 
But they have additional concerns about immigration proposals and 
policies. If a new amnesty program were to be implemented, work-
ers provided with legal status would be more likely to exercise the 
freedom to seek better - paying jobs off the farms. At the same time, 
increased border security has the effect of cutting off the fl ow of 
migrant labor. 

  “ As the border tightens, ”  explained Joel Nelsen, president of 
California Citrus Mutual, a citrus producers ’  trade association,  “ it 
puts us in a major quandary. ”  The solution, said Nelsen, is to permit 
farm workers to go back and forth across the border according to the 
seasonal needs of industry. 
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  “ The bottom line is we ’ ve got to fi gure out how to allow people 
that want to work in our industry into this country and send them 
back home, because that ’ s where the majority of them want to go, 
back home, ”  he said. 

 The AgJOBS bill pushed by the nascent alliance between worker 
advocates and agribusiness was just one of a number of proposed 
federal immigration laws that sputtered and eventually died between 
2003 and 2007. 

 The Senate debated four grandly named immigration pack-
ages (the Secure America and Orderly Immigration Act of 2005, the 
Comprehensive Enforcement and Immigration Reform Act of 2005, 
the Comprehensive Immigration Reform Act of 2006, followed by the 
Secure Borders, Economic Opportunity, and Immigration Reform 
Act of 2007). The last one was a compromise for everyone. The pro-
posal was championed by both President Bush and leading Senate 
Democrats. It promised to increase border security, crack down on 
companies that employ illegal immigrants, establish a more robust 
temporary worker program, and offer legal status to most illegal immi-
grants. It was that last provision — labeled  “ amnesty ”  by its critics and 
euphemistically soft - pedaled by others as  “ a path to citizenship ”  — that 
doomed the bill. Egged on by the conservative blogosphere as well as 
by TV and radio talk show hosts, opponents deluged politicians ’  in -
 boxes, receptionists, and phone answering machines with hate mail 
and angry messages. 

  “ The assault on lawmakers in Washington was relentless, ”  reported 
the  New York Times.   “ Technologically enhanced grass - roots activism is 
what turned this around, people empowered by the Internet and talk 
radio, ”  Colin A. Hanna, president of Let Freedom Ring, a conserva-
tive group that sponsors the Web site  WENEEDAFENCE.com , told 
the paper. 

 In 2008, with the presidential campaigns consuming the attention of 
serious politicos, any hope for changes in immigration policy rested 
with a new administration. Both major candidates, Senators Barack 
Obama and John McCain, advocated a combination of border tough-
ness, temporary worker programs, and an avenue to legal residency for 
illegal migrants. 
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 By the summer of 2009, it was clear that both the proposals 
and the prospects for immigration reform were a lesson in continu-
ity. Once again, legislators pressed for AgJOBS, pressing a familiar 
theme, labor shortages. 

  “ With an inadequate supply of workers, farmers from Maine to 
California, from Washington State to Georgia, have watched their 
produce rot in fi elds, and have been forced to fallow close to half a 
million acres of land, and billions of dollars are being drained out 
of our economy as a result, ”  proclaimed California senator Dianne 
Feinstein on the Senate fl oor. 

 As dramatic as Feinstein ’ s claim sounded, the president of the 
California Farm Bureau Federation contradicted it the following week 
while offering his own reasons for supporting the bill. 

  “ Even though growers are not suffering labor shortages now, we 
know that as soon as the economy improves we will be back with the 
same kind of problems we had before, ”  Doug Mosebar told his fed-
eration ’ s news-letter,  Ag Alert .  “ AgJOBS is important to our nation ’ s 
economy. ”  

 Mosebar ’ s message refl ected a subtle shift in emphasis among 
pro  migration business advocates.  “ Right now the need is less acute, ”  
ImmigrationWorks USA ’ s Tamar Jacoby acknowledged in a conference 
call with reporters.  “ But when the recovery kicks in, ”  she said,  “ we 
will need those workers. ”  

 The slight change in tone — away from current needs to prospec-
tive migrant labor requirements — was refl ected in a shorthand 
buzzword that came to be favored by immigration reform advocates. 
 “ Future fl ow ”  became the vogue term for temporary migrant worker 
programs. As in,  “ Only by moving immigrant workers through legal 
channels . . . and developing a sensible system for future fl ow will 
immigration become manageable. ”  

 President Obama ’ s immigration policies differed little from those 
of his immediate predecessor, George W. Bush. If anything, they 
were more hard - line. During the fi rst nine months of the 2009 – 2010 
fi scal year (which overlapped both administrations), immigration 
prosecutions accelerated and were on track to top the previous fi scal 
year by 14 percent. Like Bush, Obama advocated a path to legaliza-
tion, a stance he took as a candidate. To earn citizenship, he said 
as president, illegal migrants would have  “ to pay a penalty and pay 
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taxes, learn English, go to the back of the line behind those who 
played by the rules. ”  

 Obama came to offi ce with the overwhelming backing of Hispanic 
voters, who made up 11 percent of the 2008 electorate. But conserva-
tives, determined not to repeat Ronald Reagan ’ s  “ big mistake ”  of 
enacting any program smacking of amnesty, remained a powerful 
force. In talks with business and immigrant rights groups, Obama 
administration offi cials made it clear that immigration reform needed 
to be perceived as law and order legislation — with tough border con-
trols and enforcement of hiring restrictions. 

 As they had in 2006 and 2007, business representatives once 
again joined migrants ’  rights and religious groups to push for immi-
gration reform legislation, this time joined by unions that had previously 
opposed temporary worker programs. Organized labor tempered its 
opposition, offering a proposal for a commission that would set quotas 
according to perceived market need. 

 But making progress on immigration reform seemed to be 
wishful thinking, despite Obama ’ s campaign promise to make immi-
gration reform  “ a top priority in my fi rst year ”  and his pledge to 
be  “ a president who isn ’ t going to walk away from something as 
important as comprehensive reform when it becomes politically 
unpopular. ”  That assurance seemed to take a backseat to politi-
cal pragmatism, with the White House giving every indication 
that the stalemate over federal immigration reform would continue. 
In mid-2009, some Democratic strategists were telling reporters 
not to expect any action on the issue until 2011, and press sec-
retary Robert Gibbs conceded  “ the votes aren ’ t there right now. ”  
Immigration became overshadowed by such pressing distractions 
as the economic crisis, global warming, health care reform, and 
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. With hopes of reaching consensus 
seemingly distant, the decision - making process over immigration 
policy continued to resemble what might be termed, to use an inel-
egant but apt phrase, a Mexican standoff. 

 Washington ’ s long stalemate over immigration had the effect of shift-
ing debates over the issue to states and municipalities. Conservatives in 
particular, annoyed that the impasse at the national level was leading to 
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a continuation of what they regarded as an uncomfortable status quo, 
introduced a blizzard of immigration laws. Whereas progress on immi-
gration reform was lethargic in the nation ’ s capital, by contrast, in the 
states, immigration became the subject of frenzied legislative hyperacti-
vity. In 2006, state governments enacted eighty-four immigration - related 
statutes, more than twice as many as they passed the previous year. 

In subsequent years, the trend picked up speed like a runaway 
train. Between 2007 and the end of 2009, state legislatures considered 
approximately 4,370 immigration-related bills and resolutions; they 
enacted 900. Many of the resolutions honored migrants. Others 
addressed eligibility requirements for public education and bene-
fi ts, imposed sanctions for hiring illegal immigrants, or pertained to 
identifi cation and drivers license regulations.  Face - offs over immi-
gration became particularly intense in the Southwest. As the pop-
ulation of Latinos multiplied, immigration politics grew polarized 
and spiteful. A symbol and lightning rod was Joseph M. Arpaio, the 
crusading sheriff of Maricopa County, Arizona. In the late 1990s, 
Arpaio made a name for himself by imprisoning convicts in a tent 
city, dressing them in pink underwear and socks, and putting them 
to work on chain gangs. But as the immigration issue gained trac-
tion in Arizona, Arpaio, who refers to himself as  “ America ’ s tough-
est sheriff, ”  found a new cause c é l è bre. He assigned his deputies to 
stage roadblocks and to conduct sweeps and raids in pursuit of ille-
gal immigrants. Undeterred by repeated accusations of bullying and 
racial profi ling, Arpaio defi antly vowed to press on in what he saw 
as a war. “[A]s illegal aliens continue to pour into this county from 
Mexico,” he declared, “my deputies will meet them with an equal 
degree of determination to stop them in their tracks.”

The Arizona’s lawman’s hard-line stance made him a populist folk 
hero in a state in which anti-immigrant zealotry had been building.  
 The escalating rhetoric in Arizona sounded like bad dialogue from 
an old - fashioned Western gunslinger movie, but the long - run-
ning showdowns were very real, emotional, and pointed. Latino activ-
ists fought fl urries of legislation directed at illegal immigrants. But 
even though proposed bills targeted a segment of the population that 
played an instrumental role in the economy as both workers and con-
sumers, Arizona businesses were slow to react. But, as they came to 
realize, they couldn ’ t stay on the sidelines for long.           
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          Southwest Showdowns          

 It was a typically balmy February afternoon in Phoenix, with winter 
temperatures hovering in the seventies. In hearing room fi ve inside 

the Arizona House of Representatives, the twelve legislators who 
comprised the Commerce and Military Affairs Committee took their 
seats around the horseshoe - shaped desk. 

 The Republican chairman, Philip J. Hanson, a former execu-
tive in the healthcare industry, called the committee to order. With 
a solid Republican majority, the outcome of much of the legislation 
the committee considered was predictable. On controversial items, the 
votes tilted toward business, generally breaking down along party 
lines — eight to four. 

 But on February 16, 2004, Democrats on the committee arrived 
with a plan to surprise and outmaneuver their Republican counter-
parts. Their ploy was an exercise in political brinksmanship, designed 
to shake up the Arizona GOP and their allies in the business com-
munity. It was a gamble, but Democrats fi gured it was worth the risk. 
The immigration issue was simmering. And, although migrants had 
become an important part of the Arizona economy, business interests 
had been virtually silent on the issue. It was time to force their hand. 

 For years, the political climate in Arizona had been getting ugly and 
racially charged, as the state experienced dramatic demographic 
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changes along with spectacular growth. In the 1990s, Arizona ’ s 
population jumped by 40 percent — a rate of increase that was sec-
ond only to Nevada ’ s. The state ’ s booming economy, affordable real 
estate, warm desert climate, and hospitable lifestyle lured retirees, 
middle - class baby boomers, and workers drawn by the promise of 
expanding job opportunities. 

 The unprecedented growth spurt was felt most in Maricopa 
County, home to Phoenix, the state ’ s sprawling capital city, its political 
and fi nancial hub as well as its largest metropolis.   While the white 
population grew by a remarkable 45 percent, the increase in the 
number of Latino residents was even more phenomenal. The Latino 
population of Maricopa County more than doubled in ten years, 
largely as a result of newcomers from Mexico. 

So many people were crossing the border into the state that the 
government of Mexico felt it necessary to open up new consulates 
in the border towns of Douglas and Yuma. They complemented the 
existing Mexican consulate offi ces in Nogales, Phoenix, and Tucson. 

 Stepped - up U.S. Border Patrol operations to the east (Operation 
Hold the Line in Texas) and west (Operation Gatekeeper in 
California) made Arizona ’ s less - secured 362 - mile border with Mexico 
a preferred crossing route. Mexicans, pushed by the plummeting peso 
and pulled by opportunity and promise, surged across the bound-
ary and helped swell the population. As the state ’ s Democratic 
governor, Janet Napolitano (later to become U.S. secretary of home-
land security) told me,  “ Arizona became the place in the United 
States where illegal immigration was funneled by actions of the federal 
government. ”  

 In the late nineties, Napolitano, a former U.S. attorney, was serving 
as Arizona ’ s elected attorney general and watching the increase in 
migration with amazement. 

  “ People need to understand the numbers were just astounding, ”  
she explained.  “ We ’ ve had a certain amount of immigration, legal 
and illegal, our whole history. But this was a different number, a 
different dimension. ”  

 By the end of the decade, Latinos accounted for a quarter of 
Arizona ’ s population. The plentiful and cheap migrant workforce 
helped transform the landscape, turning scraggly desert plots into 
manicured settings. Strip malls, subdivisions, and earth - tone homes 
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sprang up to replace desert rocks and shrubs. In some suburbs, Arizona ’ s 
signature tree - size saguaro cacti —  “ gigantic sentinels of the desert, ”  
as an early explorer described them — were in danger of being 
supplanted by new homes. Many architects used gravel and drought -
 resistant plants to try to blend modern developments with the brown, 
parched environment. But elsewhere, new fountains, lush green lawns, 
and golf courses only added to the general impression that the place 
was being transformed. 

 Arizona ’ s identity had long been shaped by tricultural infl uences, 
a Southwest pastiche formed by Native Americans, an Anglo major-
ity, and a population of Mexicans and Mexican Americans. But the 
mass migration across the border came as a series of jolts to old - timers, 
as the cultural and business landscape mirrored the demographic 
changes. As the weekly  Phoenix New Times  put it, among the few 
things to fl ourish in the Sonoran desert geography had been the cacti 
and right - wing legislators. But added to that, the paper reported in 
its  “ Best of Phoenix 1999 ”  issue, were new Mexican restaurants, hot 
places to fi nd  chimichangas ,  posole , and  albondigas , a new radio station —
  la nueva ciento cinco punto nueve  ( “ the new 105.9 ” ), and movie theat-
ers with Spanish subtitles. It was a remarkably swift transformation. 
Billboards in Spanish, two Spanish - language TV stations, nightclubs, 
markets, newspapers, newsletters, and churches all catered to new 
migrants. In 1995, Bank of America unveiled a multimedia advertis-
ing campaign it dubbed  Cerca de Ti  (Close to You). 

 Many Arizona businesspeople saw the growing Latino population 
as a fresh market to be tapped and as a source of ready labor. But 
not everyone was buying visions of   multicultural cross - pollination. An 
anti - immigrant backlash was erupting. The surge in migration  “ fed 
into a feeling of anger and frustration, ”  said Napolitano. 

  “ Immigration became equated with crowded classrooms and 
crowded emergency rooms and prison costs that had gone off the 
charts, ”  she explained.  “ And the federal government was perceived as 
not doing much of anything. ”  

 Along the borderlands of Cochise County, old - time residents, 
many of them local ranchers, concluded that the situation was out of 
control. Among the mesquite shrubs and sandy canyons, they started 
civilian patrols, rounding up dozens of suspected illegal migrants. In 
2000, vigilantes killed at least three immigrants and wounded seven. 
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The Mexican consul in Douglas, Arizona, counted what he referred 
to as  “ twenty - four human rights abuses by Arizona ranchers against 
Mexicans ”  in a one - year period. 

 Alarmed by the violence, in May 2000, then U.S. representative 
Jim Kolbe of Tucson wrote to President Bill Clinton seeking  “ per-
sonal intervention. ”  

  “ The situation has reached a crisis point, ”  Kolbe, a moderate 
Republican, said in his letter.  “ The absence of hope has created 
volatility. Antiforeigner sentiment mounts, as does anger with the fed-
eral government. Residents, acting in unilateral fashion, are now tak-
ing detentions into their own hands. ”  

 As vigilante action garnered national attention, political reac-
tion toward illegal immigration in the Grand Canyon State also 
heated up. In 2001, an earnest, newly elected state legislator, Russell 
Pearce, placed the issue front and center on the Arizona political 
chessboard. 

 Pearce, a law - and - order Republican, was a twenty - three - year 
veteran of the Maricopa sheriff ’ s offi ce and a former head of Arizona ’ s 
Motor Vehicle Division. As a newly minted state representative, he 
quickly became both a spearhead and a lightning rod for antimi-
grant legislation. His opponents branded him a racist and a bigot, but 
personal experiences helped shape his rhetoric and his purpose. In 
1977, in an altercation with Latino teenagers, part of the ring fi nger 
on his right hand was shot off. Later in December 2004, an illegal 
immigrant shot and wounded one of Pearce ’ s fi ve children, Sean, 
a Maricopa County sheriff ’ s deputy, after he and a partner, serving a 
warrant, broke down a door to a mobile home in search of a homi-
cide suspect. The day of the shooting, Pearce was at the Brookings 
Institution in Washington, D.C, serving as the conservative voice in a 
panel discussion on migration. 

 At the podium, he enumerated the costs of illegal immigration. 
 “ They ’ re a huge drain on the resources. Like I say, Arizona has a 
 $ 2 billion defi cit. Health care systems are failing. The education 
system has imploded. The criminal justice system, 80 percent of the 
violent crimes in Phoenix are involving illegal aliens. Are we going 
to continue to pay for people who broke into our country, entered 
illegally? ”  he asked. Moments later, he received an emergency call 
from his wife, Luanne, telling him about the shooting. 
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 Within weeks of taking offi ce in January 2001, Pearce introduced 
two bills aimed at illegal migrants. One proposed to impound their 
cars. Another required Child Protective Services workers to report 
suspected illegal immigrants to federal authorities. Those proposals 
got nowhere, but Pearce and other like - minded legislators were unde-
terred. He and other lawmakers kept migrants in their crosshairs, 
churning out a fl urry of bills. They sponsored proposals to keep illegal 
immigrants out of Arizona colleges and universities, to turn college 
administrators into extensions of the Border Patrol, to prevent immi-
grants from using identifi cation cards issued by the Mexican consulates, 
and to send National Guard troops to the border. 

  “ When did it become open season on minorities? ”  editorialized 
Tucson ’ s  Arizona Daily Star  in January 2003.  “ When did it become 
acceptable to attack the poor and minorities under the guise of 
fairness and equity? ”  

 In July 2003, Pearce and his allies announced the formation of 
a new organization called Protect Arizona Now. Its purpose was to 
gather signatures for an ultimately successful ballot initiative, cowrit-
ten by Pearce, which was intended to prevent illegal migrants from 
voting or getting public services. 

  “ They come here and they ’ re a burden on society, ”  Pearce 
announced at a state capitol press conference. Opponents immediately 
labeled the initiative effort racist and bound to cause discrimination. 
But Pearce escalated his infl ammatory rhetoric. 

  “ This invasion is destroying America, ”  he wrote.  “ Elitist editorial 
boards, pompous professors, and left - leaning liberals are mounting 
a fi nal and futile fi ght against a commonsense measure that is sup-
ported by nearly three out of four voters. While the elitists complain 
that Prop. 200 might (gasp!) offend some illegal immigrants or cause 
divisions, 74 percent of Arizonans understand that the only division 
Prop. 200 will cause is the one between lawbreakers and law - keepers. ”  

 As the initiative campaign gathered steam and signatures, Pearce 
and his supporters in the Arizona legislature pumped out even more 
bills aimed at illegal immigrants. They proposed laws to outlaw smug-
gling, to require undocumented students to pay out - of - state tuition 
for state colleges and universities, to prevent them from using drivers ’  
licenses, to charge them with felonies if they carried fi rearms, and to 
create a state - sponsored posse of armed volunteers who could patrol 
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the border  “ immune from civil liability for any act or omission resulting 
in any damage or injury if the member was acting in good faith. ”  

 As if those weren ’ t enough, in January 2004, Pearce reached into 
his anti - immigrant arsenal and shot off yet another volley. It was a 
proposal to deprive illegal migrants of their lifeblood — jobs — and it 
ended up changing the character of the debate. 

 Until that point, business had been restrained in its reaction to 
the anti - immigrant legislation. Business leaders had recognized 
that the proposals were putting many of their workers in jeopardy, 
but Pearce ’ s House Bill 2448 directly targeted employers. It proposed 
to lift for six months the state licenses of employers found guilty of 
 “ hiring or employing an illegal alien. ”  For a second offense, a com-
pany would have its business license permanently revoked. Or, as 
Pearce later put it to me,  “ Go fi nd another state to go do business in 
because it won ’ t be Arizona! ”  

 It was a serious threat. Researchers estimated that immigrant 
workers made up as much as 14 percent of Arizona ’ s labor force. 
They were involved in every economic sector, accounting for 
278,100 full - time jobs and contributing  $ 29 billion to the economy. 

 And while federal law makes it illegal for businesses to knowingly 
hire  “ unauthorized aliens, ”  enforcement had been a low priority. In 
the 2003 – 2004 fi scal year, the Offi ce of Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement (ICE) assigned only ninety agents to work - site enforce-
ment for the entire country. Their anemic productivity gave little 
reason for businesses to feel threatened. In the next fi scal year, 
2004 – 2005, federal offi cials notifi ed just three employers nationwide 
that they would be fi ned for hiring illegal migrants or not properly 
fi lling out employment eligibility verifi cation forms. 

 As Pearce saw it, the feds had given businesses that employed 
illegal immigrants a free pass, but his bill would correct that serious 
oversight, at least in Arizona. 

 The February 16, 2004, meeting of the Commerce and Military 
Affairs Committee started seventy minutes late. From their blue -
 upholstered swivel chairs, legislators could see facing them in the 
hearing room some of Arizona ’ s most infl uential business lobbyists —
 Robert Shuler of the Western Growers Association, David N. Jones 
from the Arizona Contractors Association, Michael Preston Green 
representing the Arizona Restaurant and Hospitality Association, 
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David Howell from Wells Fargo Bank, Jay Kaprosy on behalf of the 
Greater Phoenix Chamber of Commerce, and Scott Petersen and 
Dave Selden from the Arizona Chamber of Commerce. 

 Selden is an urbane business lawyer, who along with his fast -
 talking and energetic wife, Julie Pace — both of them partners in a 
succession of Phoenix law fi rms — had over the past several years grad-
ually shifted their attention from employment law to the politically 
fraught issue of immigration. 

 The business representatives came to the meeting feeling a little 
wary but confi dent. Selden expected a close vote, but he anticipated 
the bill would be killed. 

  “ I thought that Pearce and the more conservative Republicans 
would vote for it, and that moderate Republicans and the Demo-
crats would vote against it, ”  he said. His reasoning made sense. 
Democrats were predictable on immigration issues. Moderate Republi-
cans might hold their noses by voting to protect illegal immigrants, 
but in the end, he felt, business interests would prevail. 

 Selden was wrong. 
 In the days leading up to the meeting, prominent Latino legisla-

tors, including the then Democratic leader of the Arizona House of 
Representatives, John Loredo, along with other elected Democrats, 
had been working on a surprise. 

  “ We ’ d been fi ghting these anti - immigrant bills without any help 
or cooperation from the business community, ”  Loredo told me.  “ Many 
of the companies that made a profi t off the backs of migrant workers 
were the same companies donating money to anti - immigration 
proponents. It seemed hypocritical for them to sit on the sidelines 
while their workers were being targeted. ”  

  “ The Chamber of Commerce always gloated at their success 
record — 90 percent, ”  added state representative Steve Gallardo.      “ And 
we said,  ‘ We ’ re not going to fi ght these battles alone. ’   ”  

 Gallardo, Loredo, and the state representative Robert Meza, a mem-
ber of the committee, hatched a scheme to gain support by dividing the 
Republicans. The plan was to drive a wedge between socially conserva-
tive legislators such as Russell Pearce and moderates motivated more 
by pocketbook issues, fi scal conservatism, and probusiness politics. 

 Loredo saw the split in stark terms:  “ There was a separation 
between those legislators who were truly driven by hatred of people 
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with brown skin and those who were anti - immigrant because that was 
the way the wind was blowing. ”  

 At the hearing, the chairman called on supporters of the measure 
to address the committee. First to speak were leaders of Protect Arizona 
Now. Kathy McKee, a medical transcriptionist, complained about the 
failure of the federal government to enforce U.S. employer sanctions. 
Car dealer Rusty Childress said American workers were being dis-
placed because employers were addicted to cheap labor provided by 
illegal aliens. 

 On the other side, Selden did most of the talking for the business 
interests. He said the bill would give federal bureaucrats  “ death penalty 
power ”  over Arizona companies by making businesses liable for inno-
cent, record - keeping mistakes. Companies, he said, walk a tightrope, 
often unable to distinguish between phony and real documents, and 
afraid of being accused of hiring discrimination. 

 Next, it was time for the legislators to chime in.  “ From the ques-
tioning, it became more apparent that Pearce ’ s point of view would 
prevail, ”  Selden remembered. 

 To Selden ’ s surprise, the Democrats voted unanimously to sup-
port the legislation, and the bill sailed out of committee on an 
eight - to - four margin. The  “ no ”  votes came from four probusiness 
Republicans. 

 The scheme had worked. The Democrats had taught the Republi-
cans a valuable lesson. They could not be taken for granted. If 
Republicans expected their support on business issues involving 
immigration, the GOP members should be prepared to reciprocate in 
matters of migrant rights. Where interests of immigration advocates 
and business intersected, mutually advantageous alliances should be 
formed. 

  “ It forced the probusiness people to look at Pearce and try to 
get him to back off, ”  explained Representative Loredo.  “ That ’ s what 
they did. ”  

 The 2004 employer sanctions measure never saw the light of 
day. Even though it got out of committee, Democrats and moderate 
Republicans united to kill the Pearce bill. 

 They were not so successful with subsequent anti - immigrant 
legislation, but they had achieved a goal of galvanizing Arizona 
employers, who had been hesitant to speak out on immigration issues. 
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The business community wasn ’ t about to march in lockstep with 
immigrants rights groups and Latino activists, but 2004 saw the emer-
gence of a new, if reluctant, political movement — employers, seeing 
their affordable and reliable workforces in jeopardy, were coming out 
of the shadows. 

 In March 2004, the Arizona Chamber of Commerce, declaring 
that  “ [e]mployers should not be responsible for law enforcement, ”  
endorsed a  “ comprehensive immigration reform ”  program that would 
allow illegal migrants the  “ opportunity to access a fair and equitable 
process to obtain temporary status with a defined, though not 
necessarily guaranteed, path to permanent residency that includes 
their dependents. ”  

 Arizona ’ s November 2004 general election was a disappointing one 
for the chamber and for other supporters of immigration reform. 
Candidates who had campaigned on promises to crack down on 
immigration won their races. Republican Andrew Thomas, who had 
blanketed Maricopa County with  “ Stop Illegal Immigration ”  signs, 
was elected county prosecutor. The Protect Arizona Now initiative 
passed with 55.6 percent of the statewide vote. 

 Organized labor had contributed to the losing campaign, as had 
Latino organizations, chief among them the National Council of La 
Raza. But big business also played a key role. The Arizona Chamber of 
Commerce kicked in  $ 479,270 to fi ght the measure, and Republican 
attorney Julie Pace, who headed the chamber ’ s immigration committee, 
helped run the opposition campaign. 

 Over the next two years, Arizona legislators proposed a stream 
of bills targeting illegal migrants. Governor Napolitano signed some 
and vetoed others. But as time went on, her positions on illegal 
immigration hardened, so much so that in June 2006, she vetoed 
another Pearce - authored employer sanctions bill because it wasn ’ t 
tough enough. She described it as  “ weak and ineffective ”  by allow-
ing employers to too easily  “ beat the rap simply by fi ring the illegally 
hired employee. ”  

 Later that month at the annual awards luncheon of the Arizona 
Chamber of Commerce and Industry, businesspeople showed 
noticeable relief that the governor had provided them a reprieve. 
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 “ If there was a theme to the awards, it was  ‘ Whew! We dodged that 
employer - sanctions bullet! ’   ”  the  Arizona Republic  reported. 

 But as everyone knew, Pearce was not out of ammo. He had the 
baking heat of another Phoenix summer to reload in preparation for 
the next shoot - out in the following legislative session. 

 Two states to the east, a parallel drama had played out in Texas, 
where business interests were similarly provoked into entering the 
immigration fray. 

 Frustrated by Washington ’ s inaction on immigration, in December 
2005, Governor Rick Perry boosted state spending on border 
security with Operation Linebacker, a program that increased the 
local law enforcement presence at the Mexican border. Other Texas 
Republicans were supporting a barrage of bills to prevent illegal 
migrants from obtaining benefi ts, healthcare, and education, to deny 
U.S. citizenship to children of noncitizens, and to apply a tax on 
remittances sent to Latin America. 

 Faced with the onslaught, in April 2006, the Democratic state 
representative Rafael Anch í a of Dallas, a member of the Mexican 
American Legislative Caucus, decided, in his words, to  “ reframe the 
debate ”  over immigration. 

  “ The noise level and the rhetoric on immigration, primarily among 
Republicans, had been turned up, ”  he explained.  “ I saw it coming as a 
wedge issue. ”  

 Although unaware of the ploy used in Arizona, Anch í a, the attorney 
son of immigrants from Mexico and Spain, settled on a similarly 
provocative playbook. 

  “ In trying to triangulate victory on this, we knew that business had 
to be a big part of it, ”  he said, using the language of a careful political 
strategist. 

 The legislature was considering a tax bill, unrelated to immigration, 
that would have granted certain deductions to businesses. Anch í a 
tacked on an amendment designed to shake up the business com-
munity. His measure would have prohibited companies employing 
illegal immigrants from getting the proposed tax breaks. 

 On the fl oor of the legislature, Anch í a made his intentions clear. 
 “ The sucking sound is not coming from Mexico. The sucking sound 
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is coming from the United States and it ’ s bringing undocumented 
workers here, ”  he said.  “ This is a very cost - effective way; it deals with 
the demand side and . . . frankly holds businesses accountable. ”  

 The proposal sailed through the legislature, and the business 
community got the rude shock Anch í a had intended. 

  “ He was trying to make a point, and he did, ”  explained Bill 
Hammond, a lobbyist and former Republican legislator who headed 
the Texas Association of Business, the Lone Star State ’ s largest 
employer group. 

 The next day, Hammond, one of the most powerful members 
of  the Texas business and political establishment, went to visit 
Anch í a. The two had become acquainted soon after Anch í a ’ s 2004 
election. They had been introduced by Anch í a ’ s wife, Marissa, who 
knew Hammond through her work as the executive director for the 
Southwest region of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce. 

 Anch í a made clear to Hammond that if things didn ’ t change, 
the business community might see a rocky legislative road ahead. 
 “ I suggested unless we wanted the following session to devolve into an 
anti - immigrant versus employer sanctions free - for - all, then we should 
really start working together. ”  

 The lawmaker declined to describe the scenario as a threat.  “ It was, ”  
he said,  “ more an overture for collaboration. He [Hammond] knew 
what would happen, and he had seen an example of it, and we both 
agreed that was not in the best interest of Texas business or the state. ”  

 The meeting paved the way for a series of discussions that led 
eventually to another strange bedfellows association. 

  “ Immigration Issue Sparks Odd Alliance, ”  headlined the  San 
Antonio Express - News  in a June 2006 article describing the talks. 

  “ If we can create common ground on some principles for com-
prehensive immigration reform, then I feel like that would be a good 
thing for both parties, ”  Hammond told the paper. 

 With the increasing prospect of immigration restrictionists target-
ing companies, others in the Texas business community also felt the 
need to cover their fl anks. Independently of Hammond, Houston 
insurance broker and Republican activist Norman E. Adams, who 
calls himself  “ Stormin ’  Norman, ”  was moving ahead with plans to 
launch his own probusiness, pro-immigration organization. With 
the assistance of Pat Kiley, the former executive vice president of the 
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Associated General Contractors of Houston, he enlisted the support of 
area construction and contractors associations and in August 2006 cre-
ated Texans for Sensible Immigration Policy (TSIP). 

  “ There are simply too few American workers to fi ll the jobs we 
have, ”  asserted the late Ron Stone, a former Houston TV news 
anchor in a promotional video he narrated for TSIP.  “ Without immi-
gration, we cannot begin to sustain the growth and prosperity that we 
all enjoy and depend upon. ”  

 The TSIP solution was amnesty, although the organization did not 
use that politically charged word. It preferred the term  “ safe haven. ”  

  “ We need a safe haven mechanism put in place to encourage 
current illegals to come forward and be identifi ed with a foolproof 
verifi cation system so that employers can know for sure who ’ s truly 
authorized to work. ”  

 While TSIP was producing its video, Hammond was thinking 
more strategically about business, immigration, and politics. Before 
taking the top job at the business association, he had been a three -
 year, full - time member of the Texas Workforce Commission, a job 
he was appointed to by then governor George W. Bush. Previously, he ’ d 
served four terms in the Texas House of Representatives, where 
he ’ d been a leading force in the 2002 Republican takeover of the state 
House of Representatives. But in the summer of 2006, Hammond set 
aside his partisan hat to engage Anch í a and other members of the 
Mexican American Legislative Caucus (MALC) — an organization 
then composed of forty - one Democrats and two Republicans. 

 An early gesture of solidarity was  “ an unprecedented joint state-
ment ”  opposing a congressional measure seeking to prevent federal 
funds from being used by illegal migrants for in - state tuition 
rates. The proposal came from a Houston member of Congress, 
Representative John Culberson, whose Hammond ’ s own business 
group, the Texas Association of Business, had endorsed for re - election. 
But Hammond took on his fellow Republican: 

  “ This is not the time to be closing doors, ”  Hammond wrote.  “ This 
is the time to be opening doors! ”  

 By the time negotiations between Hammond and the Latino legisla-
tors were completed, they had come to terms on a fi fteen - point 
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program that focused on matching foreign workers to employers ’  
needs. It was a plan whose emphasis differed from the immigration per-
spective then favored by most GOP members of the U.S. Congress, 
which focused on border security. 

  “ I think unfortunately for a lot of different reasons, they ’ ve got it 
wrong, ”  Hammond told reporters. 

 As he was hammering out proposals with Latino Democrats, 
the GOP business leader was lobbying on another front, talking to 
movers and shakers in Texas industry. He was also working closely 
with Tamar Jacoby, at the time a senior fellow at the conservative 
Manhattan Institute, who was in the process of forming the probusi-
ness ImmigrationWorks USA lobbying group. 

 In late August 2006, Hammond, Jacoby, and about half a dozen 
business leaders went to Dallas ’ s only fi ve - star hotel, the Mansion on 
Turtle Creek, once the palatial hillside home of a Texas cotton and 
oil magnate, to sound an alarm about a worker shortage and to pro-
claim a solution. 

  “ If we have enough legal immigrants to meet the needs of the 
employers, a lot of this problem goes away, ”  said Hammond at a press 
conference. 

 The group announced the formation of Texas Employers for 
Immigration Reform, backed by some two dozen supporters, includ-
ing Adams, the International Bank of Commerce, Pilgrim ’ s Pride 
Corporation — the largest chicken producer in the United States —
 and migrant - dependent businesses represented by the Texas Farm 
Bureau, the Texas Hotel and Lodging Association, the Texas Nursery 
and Landscape Association, and the Texas Poultry Federation. 

 Calling for a more robust temporary worker program as well as 
a way for  “ hardworking, tax - paying undocumented workers to earn 
legal status, ”  members of the group protested that nonimmigrant 
workers were simply not available to perform the menial labor that 
his and other companies needed. 

  “ How many people can you get to squat down and catch chickens? ”  
asked Lonnie  “ Bo ”  Pilgrim, chairman of Pilgrim ’ s Pride. 

 (If there were any question about Pilgrim ’ s use of foreign labor, 
it was answered in April 2008 when agents from Immigration and 
Customs Enforcement [ICE] raided company processing facilities in 
Arkansas, Tennessee, Florida, West Virginia, and Texas, and arrested 
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migrant workers. According to federal prosecutors, the employees had 
used false documents to get jobs at the company. Pilgrim ’ s Pride issued 
a statement downplaying the matter and emphasizing the company’s 
cooperation with federal authorities:  “ The approximately four hun-
dred employees taken into custody by ICE represent about 4 percent 
of the ninety - four hundred people employed at these facilities. We 
share the government ’ s goal of eliminating the hiring or employment 
of unauthorized workers. Pilgrim ’ s Pride has relied on the ICE Best 
Hiring Practices in designing its immigration compliance program. ” ) 

 By January 9, 2007, when Texas lawmakers gathered in Austin to 
convene the eightieth session of the state legislature, Bill Hammond 
could look back at a productive few months. He had made new politi-
cal allies and was in the forefront of what would turn out to be an 
emerging movement of businesses advocating for immigration reform. 

 The 2007 Texas legislative session promised to be a stormy one, 
with immigration taking center stage. But the Democratic state 
representative from northwestern Dallas had another plan to reinforce 
the earlier lesson. 

 Rafael Anch í a called reporters to his Dallas law offi ce in early 
February 2007 to reveal the second part of a one - two punch. 

  “ You hit people where it hurts — in the pocketbook and it gets their 
attention, ”  Anch í a announced.  “ If none of the anti - immigrant legisla-
tion comes to the fl oor for a vote, I am happy to let HB 351 die. ”  

 Anch í a was referring to a one - paragraph employer sanctions bill 
he had introduced. The measure was written to prevent money from the 
state ’ s Enterprise Fund (designed to bring jobs to Texas) from going 
to companies that employ  “ a person who is not lawfully entitled to be 
present and employed in the United States. ”  

 It was a naked threat, just in case the business community had 
not completely gotten the message the fi rst time around. This time 
Anch í a went after one of the governor ’ s pet projects  “ because I 
wanted to make sure we had his attention, too. ”  

 Why was it necessary to poke business in the eye one more time? 
 “ It may not have been, ”  he admitted.  “ I just wanted to make sure. It 
may have been  ‘ belt and suspenders, ’  but I wanted to make sure every-
body was still on board because I fi gured business is going to get some 
push back from Republicans, and I wanted to make sure they were as 
committed as we were. ”  
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 The tactic pulled Hammond back to the table, and once again, 
the Texas business representative sat down with a cast of unlikely col-
laborators. Within a week they had hammered out a deal. 

  “ Diverse coalition pledge [ sic ] unity and civility on immigra-
tion debate, ”  read identically worded press releases from the Texas 
Association of Business (TAB) and the Mexican American Legislative 
Caucus. 

 Also part of what Anch í a called  “ the grand alliance ”  were the 
Texas Association of Mexican - American Chambers of Commerce, 
the League of United Latin American Citizens (LULAC), the 
Mexican American Legal Defense and Education Fund (MALDEF), 
the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU), and Hammond ’ s new 
group, Texas Employers for Immigration Reform. 

 Hammond promised that the business community would help 
kill the immigration bills working their way through the legislature. 

  “ Unless and until the U.S. Congress enacts comprehensive immi-
gration reform, the TAB calls on the Texas legislature to not pass 
any legislation dealing with immigration, especially in regard 
to legislation that could add burdens to employers, ”  Hammond 
grandly declared. 

 So the most powerful, Republican - led business organization in 
Texas — on record as opposing labor unions, higher corporate taxes, 
raises in the minimum wage, mandatory worker compensation, and 
health benefi ts — symbolically linked arms with activists who had 
opposed them on all those issues. 

 Anch í a held up his end of the bargain.  “ As a symbol of our 
solidarity and cooperation, I ’ m withdrawing HB 351 from further 
consideration in thanks to the business community who is bringing 
their power, their might, and their heft to making sure the immi-
gration debate is fought on the fl oor in Washington, not in Austin, ”  
he said. 

 The legislators heeded the call. State immigration laws were off 
the table at the capitol for the rest of the session — a two - year deal, 
since the Texas legislature convenes every other year. 

 It was a marriage of convenience, not of love. To the business 
community, at stake were the stability and affordability of the Texas 
workforce as well as the viability of the Texas economy. It was simply 
a matter of self - interest. 
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  “ This is an important part of our economy, and if we sent everyone 
home, we would suffer tremendously, ”  Hammond acknowledged. 

 Back in Arizona, the state that helped defi ne vintage American con-
servatism, disagreements about the immigration issue, and particularly 
over employer sanctions, were helping to create a Grand Canyon –
 sized gulf in the conservative movement. 

 Divisions within the politically active family of the late Barry 
Goldwater, a fi ve - term U.S. senator and the unsuccessful Republican 
nominee for president in 1964, mirrored the widening split. 

 Goldwater took a libertarian approach to social values and advo-
cated minimal government regulation of business — so much so that 
when President Jimmy Carter proposed employer sanctions in 1978, 
 “ Mr. Conservative, ”  as Goldwater became known, wrote,  “ These 
employer sanctions are inevitably discriminatory and could raise 
possible violations of civil rights of potential employees. It is the govern-
ment, not the employer who should bear the main responsibility of 
determining who is here legally and who is not. ”  

 Those laissez - faire values toward illegal migrants and business 
had been refl ected in the employment practices of a ranch, north-
west of Phoenix, partly owned by Barry Goldwater ’ s brother, Robert. 
The business was highlighted in 1977 in one of a series of articles 
written by a group of investigative reporters looking into corruption 
in Arizona. 

 The story, headlined  “ Robert Goldwater Linked to Illegal Mexican 
Aliens, ”  recounted how the operation relied on illegal immigrants. 

  “ A mammoth Arizona citrus farm partly owned by the brother 
of Senator Barry Goldwater (R - Ariz.) has operated for more than a 
decade from the labor of illegal Mexican aliens who have been paid 
cruelly meager wages and forced to live in subhuman conditions, ”  it 
reported. 

 Robert Goldwater and his business partner in the Goldmar 
Corporation denied knowing anything about their employees ’  living 
conditions or their immigration status. At the time, it was legal to hire 
illegal immigrants, but not to harbor them. Six months after the 
article appeared, the workers went on strike, and the outcome left 
little doubt about the company ’ s tolerance of illegal migrants. 
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 The labor agreement  “ is the fi rst negotiated for a group that is 
almost exclusively composed of  ‘ undocumented workers, ’  according 
to Guadalupe Sanchez, who heads the organizing group, ”  reported 
the  Washington Post.  

  “ Art Martori, president of Goldmar, said the contract was 
designed to cover the company ’ s workers regardless of how they came 
to be in the country.  ‘ It ’ s true everywhere, not just here, that undoc-
umented workers are in the fi elds, ’  Martori said, adding that all he 
could say about his workforce was that it was  ‘ mostly Mexican. ’   ”  

 Nearly three decades later, the son of the ranch ’ s co - owner, 
Don — Barry Goldwater ’ s nephew — launched a political career based 
on a platform that, if enacted earlier, might have landed his father 
in jail at the time and certainly would have put him at odds with 
his late uncle ’ s immigration philosophy. In his unsuccessful bid 
for the Republican nomination for Arizona governor in 2006, Don 
Goldwater called for tightened border security and strict enforcement 
of employer sanctions. 

  “ We are at war at this time and we need to start treating the 
border as if we are in a war, ”  Goldwater said at a campaign stop in 
Yuma. Goldwater went on to become the director of the Phoenix 
chapter of the Minuteman Civil Defense Corps, the civilian border 
patrol group that had endorsed his candidacy. 

 He also sponsored an initiative for a state law to impose strict 
penalties on employers who hire illegal workers. The campaign for 
that ballot proposition led to the public exposure of a rift in  la familia  
Goldwater — one that refl ects the larger split among conservatives 
over immigration. 

 Barry Goldwater Jr., a Republican businessman, former congress-
man, and son of the iconic U.S. senator, attended a rally for the 
initiative and was shocked by what he encountered. 

  “ Speeches soaked with hateful, angry racist tones and dialogue. 
Eyes closed, listening to the roar of inflammatory rhetoric and ser-
monizing, I could have easily mistaken myself to be at one of David 
Duke ’ s Ku Klux Klan rallies, ”  he wrote in a column for the  Arizona 
Republic.  

 Barry Jr. took on his fi rst cousin directly, blaming him and his 
allies for  “ extreme hysteria, ”  abandoning conservative principles, un-
fairly targeting immigrants, and tarnishing the Republican Party. 

c11.indd   207c11.indd   207 3/12/10   10:43:31 AM3/12/10   10:43:31 AM



208  MOVING MILLIONS

  “ Our conservative leaders today are rapidly losing the respect of 
the business community and most rank - and - fi le Republican contribu-
tors, ”  he lamented. In an e - mail to his cousin, Don (and forwarded to 
a newspaper columnist), Barry got personal, accusing Don of sullying 
the family name. 

  “ You forget there are other Goldwaters in Arizona. Your actions 
are trampling on the free market and small businesses struggling to 
survive and are not what the Goldwater name stands for. You are 
compromising the conservative cause. Be prepared, Donnie, for honest 
political criticism. ”  

 Cousin Donnie didn ’ t fl inch. 
  “ I am surprised that you have taken me on in public. The game 

is on, ”  he replied in an e - mail. 

 To Donald Goldwater, foreign invaders were threatening a way of life. 
  “ A lot of these people coming in today, they don ’ t want to assimilate 

into the United States, ”  Goldwater told me.  “ A lot of these races back 
here seem to think that the southwestern part of the United States is 
their home and it ’ s their country and not ours, ”  adding ominously, 
 “ and if the federal government doesn ’ t take control over this thing, 
somebody ’ s going to light a spark somewhere and the consequences 
are not going to be good. ”  

 Things were certainly not looking good for Arizona businesses 
that employed illegal migrants. In February 2007, the day after liberal 
Texan Latino politicos and conservative business leaders announced 
their  “ grand alliance, ”  Arizona state representative Russell Pearce 
introduced a new and improved employer sanctions bill. He dubbed 
it the Fair and Legal Employment Act. 

 With the winds of anti - immigrant sentiment at his back, Pearce 
was confi dent of victory and determined to choke off the immigrant 
infl ux. 

  “ Jobs is the number one lure for those folks, ”  he told me.  “ It ’ s just 
like Disneyland or any other theme park. You learned a long time 
ago, if you want the crowd to go home, you ’ ve got to shut down the 
rides, turn off the lights. ”  

 Arizona businesses got the message. After all, they were the ones 
who ran the rides and kept the lights on, employing an unauthorized 
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workforce estimated to total nearly three hundred thousand. By that 
count, one of every ten Arizona workers was in the country illegally. 
And although Pearce ’ s bill set a high bar for law enforcement who, 
to make any charges stick, had to prove that a  “ business  . . .   knowingly  
employ[ed] an unauthorized alien ”  (my emphasis), the business com-
munity prepared for a challenge — both in the courts and on the 
political stage. 

 The effort to fend off what businesses regarded as an assault galva-
nized business executives and led to the formation of a new political 
movement. 

 Sheridan Bailey, the bearded and congenial owner of Ironco 
Enterprises, a Phoenix steel fabrication plant, cofounded one group, 
Arizona Employers for Immigration Reform (AZEIR), patterned after 
Texas Employers for Immigration Reform. 

 For Bailey, this was the discovery of a new cause and a reemer-
gence into politics. He had become disillusioned with political 
activism after witnessing the chaos of the 1968 Democratic Party 
convention in Chicago. Bailey had worked as an operative in the 
presidential campaign of Eugene McCarthy, a maverick Minnesota 
senator who sought the Democratic nomination on an anti – Vietnam 
War platform. 

 With his political spark rekindled, Bailey began talking to other 
Arizona executives about immigration, discovering that while many 
were worried that they and their immigrant workforces might be in 
jeopardy, they intended to keep a low profi le. 

  “ We found this conspiracy of silence among employers who 
had so much at stake and didn ’ t want to go public, ”  he said.  “ They 
were afraid they ’ d alienate their customers or put their bank loans in 
jeopardy. ”  

 AZEIR gave reluctant bosses cover, he explained. Bailey brought 
in the political fund - raiser Jake Adams to work at his company and on 
the issue. Adams had raised money for Democratic senatorial candi-
dates and had wanted to get out of politics and into business. 

  “ Sheridan said,  ‘ We have to solve this immigration problem 
fi rst, ’   ”  Adams recalled. 

 Adams hooked up with other business - oriented advocates of 
fewer immigration restrictions — among them the Essential Worker 
Immigration Coalition (an arm of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce) 
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and Tamar Jacoby of ImmigrationWorks USA. Working with Jacoby’s 
organization, Adams not only launched a Web site for AZEIR but 
also created sites for other similar fl edgling groups, among them 
California Employers for Immigration Reform, Oklahoma Employers 
for Immigration Reform, Nevada Employers for Immigration Reform, 
Colorado Employers for Immigration Reform, Oklahoma Employers 
for Immigration Reform, and New Mexico Employers for Immigration 
Reform. It was the beginning of a national network that Bailey hoped 
would advance state by state. 

  “ Grass roots. Get businesses involved, get businesses talking to 
legislators directly, public information, a whole host of strategies that 
need to come to the surface for the public to understand what this is 
about, that it ’ s not just about greedy employers, ”  he explained.  “ We ’ re 
an integral part of the fabric of this community, and so if we fail, the 
community fails. ”  

 On July 2, 2007, one week after U.S. congressional proposals 
for immigration reform died in the U.S. Senate, Napolitano signed 
Pearce’s employer sanctions bill, the Legal Arizona Workers Act, 
into law. In signing the legislation, Napolitano called it “the most 
aggressive action in the country against employers who knowingly 
or intentionally hire undocumented workers,” one she said was 
made necessary “because it is now abundantly clear that Congress 
fi nds itself incapable of dealing with the comprehensive immigra-
tion reforms our country needs. I signed it too,” she added,  “ out of 
the realization that the fl ow of illegal immigration into our state is 
due to the constant demand of some employers for cheap, undocu-
mented labor. ”  

 The new law spawned the creation of another business group, 
Wake Up, Arizona!, formed by the Phoenix Republican public rela-
tions man Gordon C. James, who had worked in the election cam-
paigns for President George W. Bush, former New York mayor Rudy 
Giuliani, and Arizona senator John McCain. 

  “ The so - called employer sanctions law should really be called  ‘ the 
job destruction law, ’  because the ripple effect will touch most of 
the businesses in Arizona and their employees, ”  proclaimed Marion 
 “ Mac ”  Magruder Jr., chairman of Wake Up, Arizona! at the group ’ s 
inaugural press conference in July 2007. Magruder is a prominent 
Phoenix Republican who owns several McDonald ’ s franchises. 
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  “ I ’ ll tell you what, ”  Magruder amplifi ed.  “ When brown people 
lose their jobs, white people lose their jobs, and that is an absolute 
fact . . .  . Everyone is dependent upon each other. Every business is 
dependent on each other. ”  

 Other members of Wake Up, Arizona! included Steve Chucri, 
president of the Arizona Restaurant Association; Danny Hendon, 
owner of a car wash chain; homebuilder Steve Hilton of Meritage 
Homes; Jeff Moorad, general manager of the Arizona Diamondbacks 
baseball team; Barry Goldwater Jr.; and Jason LeVecke, a grandson 
of the founder of the Carl ’ s Jr. restaurant chain, who co - owns 130 
restaurants, including 59 Carl ’ s Jr. franchises around Arizona. 

 LeVecke, a moderate Republican, said he had been angered by 
the rhetoric coming out of the antimigrant camp. 

  “ If this has been an invasion, it ’ s been the most peaceful, prosper-
ous invasion in mankind ’ s history, ”  he told me, as we sat at a table in 
one of his Phoenix restaurants. 

 LeVecke explained that he drew inspiration for his progres-
sive views from the family of his famous grandfather Carl Karcher, 
who, ironically, was renowned for his support of conservative causes. 
LeVecke said Karcher ’ s parents were hardscrabble migrants from 
Germany and Ireland. 

  “ During the Depression, my family were very poor farmers from 
Ohio. They picked up any job they could get.  ‘ Pay me cash! Pay me, 
I ’ ll do it, ’   ”  he said, tracing a connection that he saw between his rela-
tives and present - day migrants.  “ We don ’ t understand the history of 
our immigration. We ’ re saying today we ’ d rather take the person who 
waits in line for thirty years, as opposed to taking the person who ’ s 
willing to risk everything to save their family, the person who ’ s will-
ing to go on foot across the desert, an ocean on a raft. That person 
we should be embracing as soon as they get onto our shores and say, 
 ‘ Welcome to America. Good luck and Godspeed. ’   ”  

 Following up on his convictions, LeVecke helped establish and 
fund a telephone hotline for migrants in trouble as well as a Web site, 
both called  “ Respect/Respeto. ”  

 Lydia Guzman, the operation ’ s director and a longtime activist in 
Arizona ’ s Latino community, said she was pleasantly surprised by the 
support from the business community. But she also understood that 
self - interest was part of the motivation. 
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  “ In order for a business to thrive and function, you have to have 
a good team, ”  she said.  “ And if you have a workforce that is living 
in fear constantly, if you have a workforce that is afraid to come into 
work, then it affects business. ”  

 For David N. Jones, president and chief executive offi cer of the 
Arizona Contractors Association, opposition to employer sanctions 
was more than a matter of self - interest, it was for the greater good. 

  “ Who ’ s going to make the beds and work in the kitchen? ”  he 
asked me.  “ Are your son and daughter willing to do that? I don ’ t 
think so. ”  

 Like many other employers, Jones is a strong advocate of a tem-
porary worker program. He goes as far as to invoke his own ancestors ’  
indentured servitude in the United Sates during the seventeenth cen-
tury, as a period that provided migrants with  “ opportunity. ”  He also 
suggested that programs could be patterned after ones he experienced 
in Saudi Arabia as a labor contractor importing Filipinos and Korean 
workers who lived in compounds. 

  “ They can put monitoring bracelets on the guest workers, ”  he 
said.  “ We ’ re going to have to think outside the box in America. If an 
individual comes in, the employer has the right to know my account-
ability twenty - four hours a day. ”  

 Within weeks of the Arizona sanctions law enactment, Jones and 
other business leaders went to federal court to challenge it. The fi rst 
complaint, fi led by the husband - and - wife team of Julie Pace and 
David Selden, argued that immigration law is a federal, not a state 
responsibility. 

 Civil rights and immigrant advocate organizations also sued. The 
cases were consolidated, and, as they made their way through the fed-
eral court system and up to the U.S. Supreme Court, a wide swath of 
business groups entered the legal fray, piling on as coplaintiffs. Wake 
Up, Arizona!, roofi ng contractors, landscapers, as well as associations 
of farm and restaurant owners all joined in. By the time the case went 
to the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Ninth Circuit, twelve state cham-
bers of commerce along with the U.S. Chamber of Commerce had 
signed a friend of the court brief. The national effort was coordinated 
by Julie Pace working with lawyers from the Washington, D.C., offi ce 
of Sidley Austin LLP, one of the world ’ s largest corporate law fi rms. 
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 As business groups fought the employer sanctions law in Arizona, 
they were kept busy in other states with similar legislation that 
proposed to penalize companies that hired illegal migrants. Pace 
became an evangelist for the cause, fl ying around the country to dis-
pense legal advice to employer organizations. And in Washington, 
D.C., ImmigrationWorks USA, backed by various trade associations 
and the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, set up shop as a national fed-
eration among  “ state - based business coalitions: employers and trade 
associations from Florida to Oregon and from every sector of the 
economy that relies on immigrant workers. ”  

 Supporting the ImmigrationWorks campaign was the leadership of 
the American Immigration Lawyers Association (AILA).  “ We have your 
back, ”  Charles H. Kuck, president of the eleven - thousand - strong asso-
ciation, told a telephone conference call meeting of ImmigrationWorks 
activists.  “ We can make it happen. Reach out to us. ”  

 Migrant - dependent businesses were determined to make sure the 
fl ow continued.      
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C H A P T E R        1 2

    Fresh Blood and 
National Selection          

 Even the Great Wall of China had gates. Inside of them were 
centers of trade and commerce. The challenge for the gatekeep-

ers was to make sure that the right people got through. 
 Part of the tension in U.S. immigration debates has been how to 

select those admitted through what Emma Lazarus called the  “ golden 
door. ”  In the view of many, the  “ huddled masses ”  should move to the 
back of the line. 

  “ U.S. immigration policy should encourage high - skill immigra-
tion and strictly limit low - skill immigration, ”  Robert Rector, a senior 
research fellow at the conservative Heritage Foundation, told a House 
subcommittee as the debate was unfolding. 

  “ In general, ”  he said,  “ government policy should limit immigra-
tion to those who will be net fi scal contributors, avoiding those who 
will increase poverty and impose new costs on overburdened U.S. 
taxpayers. ”  

 Rector ’ s viewpoint was echoed not only by the Bush adminis-
tration and many congressional Republicans, but it also lived on 
as a bipartisan position within the Obama White House, carrying 
on from where the previous president ’ s dead - end immigration pro-
posals had failed. Both Bush and Obama supported strengthened 
border security, worksite enforcement, and the thorniest of all 
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immigration issues — plans to allow millions of illegal immigrants 
to eventually become citizens. But the other common, underlying 
motif was one expressed by Obama, that  “ our immigration policy 
should be driven by our best judgment of what is in the economic 
interest of the United States and what is in the best interest of the 
American worker. ”  

 Putting national economic interests in the forefront of the immi-
gration debate is the default cross - party consensus. Doris M. Meissner, 
an Obama fi nancial contributor who worked as President Bill Clinton ’ s 
commissioner of the U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) 
for seven years, could have been channeling the conservative Rector 
during testimony before a spring 2009 Senate committee. 

  “ Perhaps the most broken element of the nation ’ s immigration sys-
tem is its inability to anticipate, adjust to, or meet future labor market 
needs, ”  said Meissner, now a director at the Migration Policy Institute 
(MPI), a Washington, D.C., non - partisan think tank. Meissner advo-
cates a plan advanced by the MPI and some unions: the creation of 
a government commission to recommend  “ immigration admissions 
levels [that] refl ect labor market needs, employment and unemploy-
ment patterns, and shifting economic and demographic trends. ”  

 The April 2009 proposal from the two major U.S. labor con-
federations, the AFL - CIO and Change to Win (organizations that 
merged later that year), intended to safeguard American jobs by 
regulating migration. The plan drew mixed reviews by business lob-
byists worried that too much authority vested in government would 
undercut marketplace forces. The U.S. Chamber of Commerce and 
ImmigrationWorks USA issued identically worded condemnations of 
the commission proposal.  “ The free market is by far the best tool for 
setting immigration quotas and picking immigrants, ”  they declared. 

 Short of an outright open - door policy, fi nding ways to cherry - pick 
and grant entry to the most useful migrants has been an enduring 
aspect of immigration debates. Developed nations don ’ t want immi-
gration policies that let in people who become fi nancial burdens. So 
how should countries calibrate who gets in and who doesn ’ t? The 
question itself goes to the heart of our values. Selecting migrants based 
largely on their economic worth may seem like a laudable goal. 
Certainly, squeezing the fruit is a useful method of selection at the 
supermarket. But should market principles trump human needs 
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and more global approaches? Should there be a separate line for the 
 “ huddled masses ”  or no line at all? 

 Either way, the romantic  “ golden door ”  allusion offered by Emma 
Lazarus seems to be a relic. More prosaic immigration analysts are apt 
to invoke various other entrance metaphors. Front doors are reserved 
for settlers who stand in line and enter legally under quota systems. 
Temporary foreign workers enter through side doors, and generally 
are expected to exit after a set period of time. And then there are the 
massive back doors used by migrants who either cross borders illegally 
or who overstay visas. 

 But none of those broad descriptions does justice to more fi nely 
tuned methods of admission, control, and selection being debated in 
the United States and in vogue in other industrial nations. Increasingly, 
policymakers are addressing questions about how to make sure the 
doormen and bouncers at political boundaries differentiate between 
the right people and the riffraff. 

 Even during the most restrictive periods of U.S. immigration 
policy, business interests worked to make sure America ’ s gatekeep-
ers were suffi ciently discriminating. The Chinese Exclusion Act of 
1882, intended to keep out Chinese laborers, led in 1905 to a fl ood 
of letters of protest from chambers of commerce and other business 
groups intent on making sure Chinese businesspeople and offi cials 
were not also barred. President Theodore Roosevelt issued a 1905 
order making clear that the exclusion law did not apply to  “ higher -
 class Orientals, ”  as the  New York Times  put it. 

  “ [A]ll Chinese of the coolie or laboring class — that is, all Chinese 
laborers, skilled or unskilled — are absolutely prohibited from coming 
to the United States, ”  directed Roosevelt.  “ [B]ut the purpose of the 
Government of the United States is to show the widest and heartiest 
courtesy toward all merchants, teachers, students, and travelers who 
may come to the United States, as well as toward all Chinese offi cials 
or representatives in any capacity of the Chinese government. ”  

 Subsequent immigration measures also exempted numerous cat-
egories of workers from restrictions. The 1921 quota law made special 
allowances for  “ professional actors, artists, lecturers, singers, nurses, 
ministers of any religious denomination, professors for colleges or 
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seminaries, aliens belonging to any recognized learned profession, or 
aliens employed as domestic servants. ”  

 The bracero program, enacted during World War II, opened the 
side door to temporary farm workers, while the 1952 Immigration and 
Nationality Act, among many other provisions, gave a quota preference 
to skilled foreign workers whose services were deemed to be urgently 
needed. 

 The 1990 Immigration Act, which pretty much governs current 
policy, set an annual cap of permanent (front - door) immigrants. The 
limit of 675,000 is fl exible, since it does not apply to immediate 
family members or refugees. Excluding those categories of immigrants, 
a maximum of 480,000  “ green cards, ”  making the recipients legal 
permanent residents, are family - sponsored, and 140,000 are employment -
 based. The law also set a limit that is now 65,000 a year for temporary 
(side - door) migrants with special skills under the H - 1B program. 

 Complex formulas and numerical ceilings determine how many 
people from each part of the world may migrate to the United States. 
Many people issued green cards have already arrived in the country 
as tourists or workers. Employers wanting to import workers have to 
petition the U.S. Department of Labor, which certifi es that there is a 
shortage of workers in the occupational category before they can be 
admitted.  “ Priority workers ”  with  “ extraordinary ability ”  can obtain 
green cards without job offers as long as they work in the area of their 
expertise. The lines can be long and take years. Each month, the gov-
ernment issues a bulletin updating the extent of the backlog. In April 
2009, the State Department was processing applications for skilled 
workers and professionals, including nurses, that had been fi led six 
years previously. By the next month, it had stopped processing work 
visas for the year, since the quota was fi lled. 

 The U.S. government ’ s immigration priority of family reunifi ca-
tion is refl ected in the statistics. Of the 3.4 million green cards 
handed out between 2005 and 2007, some 62 percent went to family -
 sponsored immigrants. 

 But there has been pressure to change the system to one more 
attuned to America ’ s economic needs. The unsuccessful immigration 
legislation considered by the Senate in 2007 did just that. It contained 
provisions to grant preferences to migrants who were skilled and 
highly educated — workers whose occupations were in high demand. 
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 By mapping out a strategy to carefully determine the makeup of 
American migrants, the proposal departed from the long - standing 
policy of giving priority to divided families. But the social engineering 
model of migration control is not an untried method. In contrast 
to the United States, in a number of countries in the developed 
world, policymakers are attempting to take a much more nuanced 
and discriminatory approach to controlling the migration turn-
stiles, deciding whom to admit and whom to exclude on the basis 
of trade arrangements as well as perceived economic and business 
requirements. 

 An increasingly unifi ed Europe is more carefully policing its fron-
tiers, creating buffer zones around the continent, setting the stage for 
a process to try to carefully manage who gets in and who doesn ’ t. In 
the United Kingdom, offi cials have adopted a  “ managed migration ”  
policy, attempting to fi nely tune the system on the basis of preferred 
national origin and occupation. 

 The United Kingdom ’ s history as a colonial power, and more 
recently as a member of the European Union, has led to an evolv-
ing series of policies that has alternately expanded and inhibited 
the rights of different racial groups and nationalities. As a result, 
Britain has adopted migration rules with their own unique logic and 
rationale. 

 Like America, England has grappled with rapidly changing 
demographics. Within the span of a generation, the nation has 
witnessed a profound transition, moving from a basically all - white 
to a multiracial society. The changes are particularly apparent to an 
occasional visitor like me. Although I was born there, my visits have 
been infrequent. So in 2008, when I visited my boyhood home in 
a northwestern London suburb, I was surprised to see how much 
the old neighborhood (or, I should say,  “ neighbourhood ” ) had 
changed. The local shops included an  “ International Food Centre ”  
offering halal meat (slaughtered according to Islamic law). Signs in 
Arabic and Chinese advertised merchandise; restaurants featured 
Indonesian and Sri Lankan food. My old elementary school com-
prised large numbers of students whose parents had come from 
India and Bangladesh. 
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 The old semidetached Victorian homes remain, but on the 
cul - de - sac where I lived, the thirty - one houses that only decades ago 
were inhabited by whites constituted a mini – United Nations that, 
according to the current inhabitant of my former home, included 
natives of Iran, Poland, India, China, Pakistan, Africa, France, and 
Scotland as well as England. 

  “ I came from Italy, ”  Maria Dello told me, explaining that she had 
migrated in 1958 without knowing a word of English. She invited me 
in for coffee, and we sat and talked at a table in the kitchen, which 
looked a lot different from the way I remembered it. She and her late 
husband had completely remodeled it. 

 They had moved from southern Europe for the same reason my 
family left England.  “ There was no job, no working, so we came here 
to work, ”  she explained. Her husband worked in a restaurant; she got 
a job fi rst doing domestic work, and later she also went to work in a 
restaurant. Now she was retired and proud to show me her family 
pictures and tell me how much she enjoyed the house where she had 
lived since 1974. 

  “ Very nice neighbors I got. All nice people. All get on well, ”  she 
said, smiling broadly. 

 But Mrs. Dello ’ s apparent tolerance toward the infl ux of fellow 
migrants is apparently not shared by most Brits. A 2009 public 
opinion survey showed that 66 percent of British respondents saw 
the United Kingdom ’ s immigration levels as more of a problem than 
an opportunity, and tough, new government policies refl ect those 
attitudes. 

  “ We ’ re putting together the biggest shake - up of our system in 
forty - fi ve years, ”  Lin Homer, the chief executive of the U.K. Border 
Agency, told me when I met her at the Home Offi ce, the British 
equivalent of the U.S. Department of Homeland Security. 

  “ Put at its simplest, we think we need to establish strong borders. 
We need to have an approach to selective migration where we bring 
into the country the people that the country needs, where we sig-
nal very clearly that we expect people to play by the rules, and we ’ ll 
enforce our laws when they don ’ t. But at the end of that, we want our 
systems to be fi rm and fair. ”  

 Homer oversees a staff of twenty - fi ve thousand charged with 
carrying out a two - pronged approach to management, one that tries 
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to select for admission people with the right skills while at the same 
time rooting out and deporting migrant scoffl aws. 

 In recent decades, the rules have altered, mirroring the nation ’ s 
history as a faded colonial power, and, since 1973, as a member of the 
European Union. Within a relatively short time, changing preferences 
over who ’ s  “ in ”  and who ’ s  “ out ”  have come to resemble a children ’ s 
playground of classmates whose popularity ebbs and fl ows according 
to status and perceived advantage. As an imperial ruler, Britain was 
the leader of its own club, dictating terms of entry to members of its 
far - fl ung empire. The decline of the Commonwealth and the rise of 
Europe as a political entity led to an evolving series of policies that 
alternately expanded and reduced the rights of different racial groups 
and nationalities. Shifting international alliances, allegiances, and 
priorities led to situational migration policies governed by the politics 
of the times. 

 In half a century, the size of Britain ’ s foreign - born population 
more than doubled, rising from 4.2 percent of the country in 1951 to 
nearly 10 percent of the nation in 2005. 

 After World War II, until 1962, the law made no distinction 
between natives of former British colonies and those born in the 
United Kingdom. But as the infl ux of migrants — notably from India, 
Pakistan, Jamaica, and other Caribbean nations — changed the 
complexion of the populace, British antipathy toward nonwhites 
grew. The legal upshot was the 1962 Commonwealth Immigrants 
Act, which required migrants from Commonwealth countries to have 
job vouchers or skills needed in the United Kingdom. The law had 
unintended consequences. It ended up encouraging immigration, 
particularly from South Asia. One reason was that in anticipation of 
its passage, migrants entered the country to get in under the wire, 
before the law took effect. After it passed, the legislation stimulated 
even further migration because it allowed settlers to bring over members 
of their immediate family. 

 Rising unemployment, racism, and the formation of immigrant 
neighborhoods led to social tensions and race riots. In 1968, the 
Conservative Party politician Enoch Powell infl amed passions with his 
infamous  “ Rivers of Blood ”  speech. 

  “ We must be mad, literally mad, as a nation to be permitting the 
annual infl ow of some fi fty thousand dependents, who are for the most 
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part the material of the future growth of the immigrant - descended 
population, ”  he ranted.  “ It is like watching a nation busily engaged in 
heaping up its own funeral pyre. ”  

 (This provocative rhetoric remained posted for historical value 
on the Internet site of the conservative  Daily Telegraph  newspaper. 
In 2009, the same Web page that carried Powell ’ s warning about the 
 “ preventable evils ”  of immigration featured an adjacent ad that seemed 
to taunt him across the decades. Serving as testament to a dramatically 
altered and multicultural Britain, a notice for  Muslima.com , a matri-
monial and dating site for single Muslims, offered its services.) 

 Infl uenced by the U.S. civil rights movement, the United 
Kingdom enacted legislation to curb discrimination and racism. 
But at the same time, beginning in 1968, it passed immigration laws 
which, because they favored migrants of British ancestry, had the effect 
of encouraging white and European immigration. That trend persisted 
after Britain joined the European Union. Now the  “ in ”  group is 
explicitly European, since Europeans are free to enter and stay in 
the United Kingdom. Among the “outs” are residents of the former 
colonial and largely nonwhite outposts in the West Indies, South 
Asia, and Africa. 

 The more recent adoption by the United Kingdom of a  “ managed 
migration ”  policy continues the country ’ s inclination to favor Europeans 
over migrants from elsewhere. Britain is one of four countries to have 
embraced a so - called points - based system that gives preferential treat-
ment to migrants possessing the skills needed by the admitting countries. 
(The others are Canada, Australia, and New Zealand.) 

 Under the British system, employers may import workers from 
outside Europe only if the employees qualify under a setup that 
awards points according to needed skills. The government appointed 
the Migration Advisory Committee, composed of economists and 
government offi cials, to study the jobs situation and publish reports 
listing occupational shortages. The fi rst one, issued in September 
2008, recorded a need for managers of construction projects, civil 
and mechanical engineers, various doctors, scientists, nurses, teachers 
of math and science, highly paid chefs, and, curiously, skilled ballet 
dancers and sheep shearers. 
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  “ The important thing for business is that the managed migration 
system allows them to hire people from outside the United Kingdom 
when they can ’ t get the right people with the right skills in the U.K. 
labor market as it is, ”  explained Neil Carberry, an offi cial with the 
240,000 - member Confederation of British Industry. The infl uential 
CBI pushed for the system before the government adopted it in 2008. 
 “ So the system has to be fl exible and demand - led and responsive 
to the economy. But our members understand that you ’ ve also got to 
balance that off against the social costs, for instance on health, educa-
tion and local services, and local integration costs, and that ’ s why a 
managed system works well. ”  

 But how well the British approach does work, and for whom, is a 
matter of dispute. 

 On the enforcement end, teams of agents conduct surprise raids 
on workplaces to hunt down and root out illegal immigrants. 

  “ We ’ re looking for people who are from outside the European 
Union that are either here unlawfully or don ’ t have permission to 
work in the United Kingdom, ”  Len Nembhard told me as he pre-
pared to lead a multiracial squad of immigration agents on raids 
of London - area fast - food restaurants. The agency ’ s efforts are tar-
geted at low - skilled workers, Nembhard explained.  “ For the most 
part it ’ s restaurants, cleaning companies, a lot of the service industries, ”  
he said. 

 A crew of about a dozen drove in unmarked vans from the center 
of London to Ilford, a suburb with a large concentration of South 
Asians. Dressed in black uniforms and protective vests, the agents 
made for an imposing sight, marching down the high street and 
entering a fast-food restaurant. 

  “ Come outside! ”  they yelled to cooks back in the kitchen of the 
fried chicken joint, ordering employees to sit at customer tables and 
produce their identifi cation. It was the same routine at the three restau-
rants they raided on the day I accompanied them. Round up workers. 
Inspect their papers. Interrogate the foreigners. Call in to verify visas. 

 Employers are required to check documents such as passports and 
work visas and to keep copies. They can pay fi nes of up to  $ 15,000 for 
each illegal worker. 

 At the fi rst two places, they found nothing unusual.  “ Everyone ’ s 
immigration status checks out, ”  said agent Shane Healy.  “ So obviously 
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no arrests have been made and we ’ re now leaving the premises, ”  he 
explained on the way out. 

 But their next target, another fast - food eatery, offered better 
prospects. They had arrested people there previously. 

 As they questioned employees and ran checks, they pulled apart 
holes in their stories. A fellow restaurant worker translated for a 
Pakistani cook. The man said he had been in the country for four 
years and had been planning to apply for asylum. But he had been 
scared. The explanation angered agent Vikki Lacey. 

  “ We ’ re not in Pakistan! ”  she yelled at the interpreter.  “ We ’ re in 
England! Why now? Why not four years ago? If he was that scared for 
his life, he would have done it when he got here. Clearly, he ’ s taking 
the mick [putting one over]! ”  

 Another Pakistani ’ s story also fell apart under scrutiny. He told the 
agents he had a valid marriage visa, allowing him to stay in the coun-
try as long as he lived with a British wife. But when an agent called 
the woman from a mobile phone, she said they had broken up. 

  “ Okay, thank you very much, ”  said the agent, hitting the “off” 
button with a sense of triumph. He turned to the worker, who had 
stood passively, wearing a baseball cap and a sweatshirt, listening to the 
agent ’ s end of the incriminating conversation.  “ You ’ re busted, mate! 
Your wife said to me you ’ re living here illegally. Right?” Then came 
the zinger. “She separated with you in 2005. ”  

 Agents patted down the two men, relieved them of the possessions 
in their pockets, then fi ngerprinted and handcuffed them. 

  “ Anything that you do or say may be given in evidence. You ’ re 
coming with me, ”  said Lacey, before she and the other agents led 
their quarry across the high street into a waiting van and off to jail for 
deportation proceedings. 

 At the time of my visit, UK immigration offi cials were boasting that 
they were kicking out of the country, on average, one person every eight 
minutes, the highest deportation level since 2002. I wondered about 
procedures and civil rights. The agents I accompanied had entered busi-
nesses and questioned workers without search warrants or judges ’  orders. 

  “ It ’ s basically a fi shing trip, ”  agent Shane Healy acknowledged. 
 “ Obviously we know that these sorts of premises do employ a lot of 
illegal workers. It ’ s very much part - time work, part - time worker, cash 
in hand, so we ’ ve got a good idea really. ”  
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 But the Border Agency ’ s enforcement practices have drawn fi re 
from civil rights groups and minority business leaders. In particular, 
owners of Britain ’ s twelve thousand Bangladeshi and Indian  “ curry 
houses ”  complain that they have been unfairly targeted. 

  “ We believe the way people are treated in this country by 
immigration, totally a racist treatment we got, ”  said Nur - Ur Rahman 
Khandaker, sitting at a table in the Gandhi Tandoori Restaurant, his 
family - owned eatery southeast of London, in Kent.  “ Sometimes we 
feel we are the second - class citizens of this country. ”  

 Khandaker, the secretary - general of the Bangladesh Caterers 
Association, said his own restaurant had been raided twice by immi-
gration agents. Once they arrested four workers and then released 
them. The second time they accused Khandaker of hiring an ille-
gal migrant, but the restaurant owner contested the charge, saying 
the man was there for a job interview. Khandaker complained that 
Britain ’ s managed migration policy would not allow him to bring in 
needed workers from outside Europe. 

  “ We ’ re trying to make them understand that the curry houses are 
suffering from staff shortages for the last ten years, ”  he said, explain-
ing that the industry couldn ’ t fi nd qualifi ed chefs.  “ And my son or my 
daughter is not interested to work in my premises, ”  he said. 

 Khandaker recounted how an immigration offi cial had suggested 
he hire Polish migrants. It was a plan that failed miserably. He laughed 
as he told what happened. 

  “ So I bring them in, ”  he said.  “ They say,  ‘ Oh, stinky curry. I can 
smell it.’  ”  Within a few days, they left.  “ And I can ’ t blame him,   ’  cause 
the poor fellow, he ’ s not used to this sort of experience. ”  

 The policy of giving preferential treatment to Europeans is 
insidious, suggested M. Habib Rahman, chief executive of the Joint 
Council for the Welfare of Immigrants (JCWI), an advocacy group 
established in 1967. 

 The JCWI had urged the government not to adopt the points -
 based system. It argued that the policy would replicate  “ the racial 
injustice which is a feature of our socially unjust planet with its huge 
gaps in international wealth and development. ”  

  “ When you are talking about workers coming from developing 
countries and coming from the European Union, there should be a 
level playing fi eld for that, ”  Rahman, a native of Bangladesh, told me. 
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  “ In the interest of Britain ’ s economy, if the job needs to be done 
here, and we invite people to come and do the work, we want people 
from non - E.U. countries and E.U. countries to be given the same 
opportunity to come and fulfi ll those vacancies. Because that ’ s treating 
people of the world in the same way, and there is no discrimination 
to people from developing worlds . . . mainly they ’ re black and Asian 
people. ”  

 I asked Lin Homer at the UK Border Agency to explain the jus-
tifi cation for the policy. I told her about the raid I ’ d witnessed and the 
Pakistanis who had been arrested. 

  “ Had they been Poles, or had they been from Spain, they ’ d still be 
working, ”  I pointed out.  “ Why do you make the distinction between 
certain people? ”  

  “ Put at its simplest, we are saying if you are going to be in this 
country, you play by our laws, ”  she replied.  “ And I think this is the 
same as you would fi nd in most countries, including your own. So 
if you ’ re Spanish, so if you are Polish, or British, you have a right 
not only to be in the country, but to work, and of course, we would 
respect those rights. If you come here as an illegal, and you don ’ t 
have a right to be here, we will take action against you. ”  

 To me, that was more a  description  of the current policy, not a 
reasonable explanation for it. I pressed the point. 

  “ I understand that, but why pick one country over another? Why 
say,  ‘ He ’ s Pakistani, he ’ s got to go. He ’ s Polish, he can stay’? ”  

  “ We don ’ t take those decisions based on ethnicity at all, ”  Homer 
replied.  “ We take them based on the legal status of the individual. So —
 ‘He ’ s European; he has a freedom of movement in Europe, and a right 
to work. He is not European or British, and does not have legal status.’ ”  

 I tried again.  “ And the principle behind that is what? ”  
  “ The principle behind that is legality, ”  Homer answered fi rmly. 
 The policy has dire consequences for non - Europeans working 

in Britain without permission. An estimated fi ve hundred thousand 
illegal immigrants live in the United Kingdom, most of them in 
the London area. Among them is Alfonso Camiwet, who came to the 
United Kingdom on a tourist visa from the Philippines in 2002. 
I met him in the tony London suburb of Rickmansworth, caring for 
a man who had suffered a stroke. Camiwet was living in the man ’ s 
house, earning the equivalent of about  $ 7.50 an hour, but he also 
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had worked as a janitor, cleaning offi ces. Camiwet said he was living 
a shadow existence. 

  “ Underground economy, secretly, ”  he explained. The agencies 
that farm out workers as caregivers and cleaners look the other way 
and  “ will sort out things. ”  

 In exchange for the work, he said, illegal migrants take jobs at low 
wages. 

  “ Instead of being given the minimum, instead of six or seven 
pounds, they will receive only fi ve, ”  he said.  “ They ’ ll work because 
they have families to feed, and they have bills to pay. ”  

 The careful migration management cordon that the UK is trying 
to erect is gradually being replicated by Europe as whole. Members of 
the European Union are introducing a  “ blue card ”  system that would 
allow a process of admissions for highly skilled workers. Europeans 
see themselves in competition with the United States. 

 Italian foreign minister and former European Commission vice 
president Franco Frattini, a supporter of the blue card, proposed tack-
ling Europe ’ s looming demographic crisis by attracting some twenty 
million extra workers from abroad.  “ The challenge is to attract the 
workers needed to fi ll specifi c gaps, ”  he said. 

 European politicians are trying to pull in more skilled employees, 
and at the same time, they are constructing barriers to contain the 
movement of unskilled labor. 

 In East London, Vaughan Jones, the chief executive of Praxis, 
a social services agency for migrants, told me the trends both in the 
European Union and Europe as a whole are clear and disturbing. 

  “ The general thrust is  ‘ Fortress Europe,’  ”  he said.  “ The general 
thrust is to keep a wall around the continent . . . because they want to 
allow free movement of labor within the economic union. ”  

 At the edges of Europe and beyond, budgets for migrant detention 
camps, border posts, patrols, and guards are increasing.   I visited 
Europe’s so - called green border, the name given to much of the 
eight - hundred - mile frontier between Poland to the west and the former 
Soviet republics of Ukraine and Belarus to the east. 

  “ The border between Poland and the Ukraine is a line you must 
imagine, ”  Polish Border Guard major Jerzy Ostrowski explained as we 
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stood on a verdant hill overlooking farmlands in both countries. The 
border strip along the Bieszczady Mountains resembles a fi re road, 
even though in places, leftover structures from the Soviet Union, 
which took borders seriously, remain. 

 Ostrowski, a burly and affable Border Guard veteran dressed in 
green camoufl age fatigues, pointed out a double fence.  “ It is called 
 sistema , ”  he said.  “ It ’ s an old Russian or Ukrainian word. It means 
 ‘ fence, electrical one, ’  not high - voltage. However, if you cut the wire, 
it makes the alarm at the closest post. It was created at the Soviet 
Union time but nowadays it can work. ”  

 Polish authorities are doing their part in the construction of a new 
version of an iron curtain around the European economic zone. The 
European Union ’ s distinctive fl ag — a circle of gold stars on a blue 
background — has been planted on the Polish Border Guard’s migrant 
detention centers and patrol vehicles, as well as on aircraft and heli-
copters with surveillance systems that carry high - powered cameras and 
infrared gear. 

 Unable to effectively patrol the mountainous green border on the 
ground, crews in six - seat helicopters fl y along the frontier, using heat 
detection devices, onboard TV cameras, and monitors to spot possible 
intruders. If they see people who seem suspicious, the aerial spot-
ters then call in their locations by radio to patrol agents. With roads 
and villages close to the border, speed is of the essence.  “ If you don ’ t 
catch them immediately, you lose them, ”  said Ostrowski. 

 Poland became a part of a more or less borderless Europe in 
December 2007, when the so - called Schengen zone expanded to 
include the other new European Union members — Estonia, Hungary, 
Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, and Slovenia. 
As European offi cials lifted internal border controls, they also allocated 
more than  $ 5 billion to a fi ve - year program with the umbrella title 
of Solidarity and Management of Migration Flows. A good chunk of 
the funding (about 38 percent) was allotted to programs concerned 
with refugees, asylum cases, and integration, but the lion ’ s share went 
to controlling Europe ’ s more than fi fty - six thousand miles of land and 
sea borders, hiring and training new guards, building crossing points, 
and installing surveillance systems. 

 The Europeans also have integrated a continent - wide compu-
ter database that is used to check passport information. At Poland ’ s 
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Medya border crossing point on the border with Ukraine, newly 
up-graded with European funds at a cost of more than  $ 4 million, 
I watched as recently hired Polish guards methodically approached 
each vehicle, collected passports, brought the documents inside to 
their booths, and scanned each one on two computer networks — one 
linked to a Polish system headquartered in Warsaw, the other to a 
Europe - wide network. Outside, customs offi cials and dogs checked 
automobiles and trucks. The thorough inspections resulted in 
waiting times of up to twenty - fi ve hours. 

 Ostrowski explained that Poland is often a transit country for 
migrants trying to make it to other European nations. Because of that, 
he said, Polish border guards have a broad responsibility. 

  “ We work for all Europe, ”  he said.  “ Poland is a member of the 
European Union, so our work must be at an acceptable level for 
all countries of Europe. We are the guards of the external border of 
Europe. ”  

 Between 2004 and 2006, Polish border authorities received more 
than  $ 400 million from the European Union. 

 Ostrowski took me to see another European - fi nanced contribu-
tion to Poland ’ s new status as sentinel, a  $ 3.5 million migrant detention 
center in a former military headquarters in Przemysl, a town on Poland ’ s 
southeastern border. The Przemysl migrant prison is one of an estimated 
224 migrant camps spread across the European Union. 

 Poland has thirteen prisons for foreign nationals, four of them 
along the nation ’ s eastern border. With separate rooms for men, 
women, and children, the Przemysl center can house 173 people. 
At the time of my visit, most of the detainees were Russians. But 
there were almost as many Vietnamese. Border Guard major Marek 
Osetek, who was in charge of the prison, said they were waiting for 
a fl ight chartered by the European Union to deport the Vietnamese 
detainees. 

 Many of the Vietnamese the Poles deport had been smuggled into 
Poland, explained Osetek.  “ The smugglers are organized in Vietnam, ”  
he said.  “ They arrange for the Vietnamese to fl y to Moscow and stay 
in housing. From there, some go by train, others by car through Ukraine 
to the Polish border. . . . There is one person in Vietnam, another in 
Moscow, then guides who pick them up in Ukraine and take them 
in, ”  he said. 
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  “ These are organizations that span thousands of kilometers, ”  he 
said, sounding somewhat in awe.  “ It ’ s more profi table than smuggling 
drugs. If you get caught with cocaine, you lose your product, but if 
you get caught with illegals, it ’ s not your problem anymore. ”  

 An estimated forty thousand to fi fty thousand Vietnamese live in 
Poland, many illegally. A good number arrived in the early 1990s —
 a legacy of exchange programs and other networks established by 
Vietnam with Poland when the Eastern European country was 
Communist - run. 

 Tran Van Minh seemed in fairly decent spirits, considering he 
was facing deportation. Maybe it was that he was engrossed in reading 
a Vietnamese translation of Dale Carnegie ’ s  How to Win Friends and 
Infl uence People  when I met him, sitting on his bed in a six - man cell 
he shared with other Vietnamese migrants. Carnegie ’ s teachings were 
unlikely to do him much good, at least as far as the Polish authorities 
were concerned. The forty - year - old shopkeeper had lived in Krakow, 
running a clothing stall in a bazaar. After immigration police ques-
tioned him, he decided to move to Sweden and was in transit when 
he was arrested. His wife and two Polish - born children had already 
returned to Vietnam. 

  “ You know how it is, ”  he said, speaking in Polish.  “ You ’ ve got to go 
abroad to make money. There ’ s no way to make money in Vietnam. ”  

 European efforts to manage migration extend beyond Europe’s 
own borders. Europeans are creating buffer zones and outposts. 
By equipping and fi nancing non-European nations, they are essen-
tially deputizing them to carry out satellite operations. 

 One program is the E.U. Border Assistance Mission to Moldova 
and Ukraine (EUBAM), launched in 2005 to reinforce the 760 - mile 
border between those two nations. By the end of 2007, the European 
Union had poured more than  $ 26 million into the program, had posted 
122 experts from twenty-two European Union countries, and had pledged 
an additional  $ 35 million in assistance. 

 Although ostensibly started as a result of requests from the 
presidents of both Moldova and Ukraine, both countries need 
foreign assistance and have eventual designs on European Union 
membership. So it is not surprising that analysts use blunt language 
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to describe what they see as payoffs.  “ It is often the fi nancial aspect 
that motivates countries like Ukraine and Moldova to give up sover-
eignty over their borders, ”  wrote commentators in the leftist  Monthly 
Review .  “ Many other states on the European periphery are vulnerable 
to this kind of interstate bribery. ”  

 Europe also is trying to control migration from Africa. The 
results have been mixed. Income disparities between Africa and 
Europe, combined with the intractable problems of poverty, famine, 
and war, continue to make for a powerful lure. So rather than stop-
ping migration, the most signifi cant consequence of stepped - up 
border enforcement and control has been to change the routes used 
by migrants who have resorted to increasingly longer and hazardous 
journeys. 

 In the 1990s, growing numbers of sub-Saharan Africans bound 
for Europe traveled through Morocco, Africa’s northwesternmost 
nation, and tried to enter one of two Spanish enclaves, Melilla or 
Ceuta on the Mediterranean. Even though the cities are nestled in 
Morocco, because they are owned by Spain, once migrants get to 
the enclaves, they have technically made it to Europe. Spain detains 
them, but since many lack documents and can ’ t be deported, Spain 
eventually releases them on the Spanish mainland. In 2005, thousands 
of desperate African migrants hoisted ladders and tried to storm 
over the fences into the Spanish cities. Spain deployed troops to 
stop them, as did Morocco. Five migrants were killed and scores 
were injured. 

 At Spain ’ s request, Moroccan authorities built higher fences, 
dug ditches, and set up military camps adjacent to Ceuta and 
Melilla in efforts to prevent migration. Moroccan security forces 
patrolled nearby forests and towns, hoping to catch African migrants 
hiding out. 

 When I visited in 2006, the new fences reminded me of ones I had 
seen along the U.S.–Mexico border in San Diego. Activist Boubker 
Khamlichi, coordinator of a human rights association known as 
Shabaka (“the Web” in Arabic), complained that by cracking down 
on migrants, Morocco was doing Europe ’ s dirty work. 

  “ It is horrible what Morocco did, even though it ’ s an African 
country, ”  he said.  “ It shouldn ’ t go against the Africans, but there has 
been pressure from the European Union. For many years, Morocco 
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didn ’ t buckle under, but for the last two or three years, it agreed to be 
the gendarme of Europe because Europe is very strong and it pres-
sured the regime. ”  

 Human rights groups criticized Morocco for using excessive force. 
The humanitarian organization M é decins sans Fronti è res (Doctors 
without Borders) accused the country of dumping hundreds of migrants 
in the desert without food or water. 

  “ We have recognized that we made mistakes. I mean nobody ’ s 
perfect, ”  said Khalid Zerouali when I interviewed him at the Ministry 
of the Interior in the capital of Rabat. Zerouali had recently been 
appointed by the Moroccan king, Mohammed VI, to head the coun-
try ’ s Migration and Border Surveillance Directorate. 

 Zerouali attributed the  “ mistakes ”  to inadequate training. He 
denied that Morocco was under any pressure from Europe to crack 
down on illegal migrants, and estimated that in 2005 the nation had 
spent the equivalent of about  $ 74 million on migration - related secu-
rity and deportations. The nation was negotiating with Europeans for 
fi nancial assistance to help shoulder the costs, but, sensitive to any 
suggestion of a quid pro quo, he emphasized that Morocco had taken 
the initiative. 

  “ We are doing this because Morocco is a country that assumes its 
regional and international responsibilities, ”  he said.  “ So far, Morocco 
has not, as of today, received one dime from anyone. ”  

 In actuality, Morocco had received billions of dollars worth of 
aid, though not specifi cally tied to the issue of securing its borders 
with Melilla and Ceuta. With Morocco eager for closer ties with 
Europe, Moroccan and European offi cials had a series of meet-
ings that culminated in a 2008 decision by the European Union 
to grant Morocco  “ advanced status ”  relations, giving the African 
nation greater access to European markets and participation in E.U. 
agencies. Under the deal, the European Union agreed to provide 
Morocco with assistance amounting to  $ 893 million for a four - year 
period. For its part, Morocco accepted an  “ action plan ”  acknow-
ledging that  “ [I]n relations with the European Union member 
states the issue of illegal migration is one of the principal sources 
of concern. ”  Morocco pledged increased cooperation with Europe 
but remained opposed to forcible deportations of migrants from 
Europe. 
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•  •  •

One effect of   Morocco ’ s tightened border security was to trap migrants 
who had trekked, often for weeks and months, from sub - Saharan 
regions expecting to get across the Mediterranean into Europe. 

 Scattered through a warren of alleyways in Takadoum, a Rabat 
slum, were buildings crammed with sub - Saharan migrants. In one 
apartment, thirty men shared three rooms, a makeshift kitchen, and 
a hole in the fl oor that served as their bathroom. They were afraid to 
leave, terrifi ed they would encounter authorities. Some watched TV 
all day; others prayed constantly. 

  “ There is nothing to do, so we pray all the time, ”  said one man. I 
asked him what he prayed for.  “ We pray for better conditions, ”  he replied. 

 In addition to cornering people who were unable or unwilling 
to return to their homes, the border security measures also had the 
effect of redirecting migrants away from Morocco. Thousands instead 
headed to Mauritania, south of Morocco, to fi nd vessels that would 
transport them to the Spanish - owned Canary Islands. It was a danger-
ous gambit. Week after week, fl imsy wooden boats were lost in the 
Atlantic. Migrants often traveled for days crowded together without 
food or water. In 2006, Spanish authorities reported that thirty - one 
thousand migrants had successfully reached the shores of the islands, 
more than six times as many as in the previous year. But those num-
bers were only part of the tragic story. Each day, on average, two 
bodies washed up on the beaches of West Africa and the Canaries. 
Authorities estimated that six thousand were killed trying to get across. 

 To try to stem the exodus, the Europeans called out a relatively 
new multi  national organization, the European Agency for the Manage-
ment of Operational Cooperation at External Borders (Frontex). The 
growing importance of the Warsaw - headquartered agency is refl ected 
in its budget, which ballooned from  € 6.2 million when it was started in 
2005, to €  83.3 million ($122 million) in 2009. Much of the work 
of Frontex is in running training exercises and conducting joint opera-
tions among migration law enforcement agencies within Europe and 
on the borders of the continent. But the unprecedented scope of the 
migration fl ow to the Canary Islands brought Frontex to West Africa. 

 The Frontex operation involved European personnel, predomi-
nantly from Spain, but also from France, Germany, Italy, Portugal, 
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Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway, and the United Kingdom. 
Boats and aircraft conducted patrols around the Canary Islands and 
also along the coast of West Africa, intercepting boats and turning 
them back. The European - led operation required the cooperation of 
Morocco, Cape Verde, Gambia, Guinea, and Nigeria. It also included 
the active participation of Senegal and Mauritania, which signed bilat-
eral agreements with Spain and provided personnel for the operations. 

 In a major way, and for all practical purposes, Europe had 
extended its borders to Africa. 

  “ We don ’ t like to be identifi ed as part of this  ‘ Fortress Europe,’ ”  
explained Gil Arias Fern á ndez, a veteran Spanish police offi cial who 
in December 2005 was appointed Frontex ’ s deputy executive director. 
 “ The aim is not to build a wall in between Europe and the African or 
Asian countries. It is just to have a gate where you know who is com-
ing and what are the [intentions] of these people coming, ”  he told me 
during an interview in his Warsaw offi ce. 

  “ If we do it closer to the European coast, then the only thing that 
can be done is search and rescue operations  . . . . So what we try is to 
patrol more closer to the points of departure in order to prevent these 
people to depart from the coast. ”  

 But as the U.S. immigration experience has shown, when border 
enforcement tightens in one area, illegal migrants cross at another, 
just as a balloon squeezed in the middle bulges at the ends. In Africa, 
as border patrols interdicted migrants trying to make it to the Canary 
Islands, the traffi c across the Mediterranean from Africa to southern 
Italy, Malta, Cyprus, and Greece increased. According to the UN 
Refugee Agency, in 2008 more than thirty - six thousand African  “ boat 
people ”  arrived in Italy, an 80 percent rise from the previous year. 

 Europe ’ s migration control regime boosted its Mediterranean pres-
ence, while continuing efforts to hold the line in West Africa. South of 
Mauritania, the former French colony of Senegal, Africa ’ s westernmost 
country, with a population of 11 million people, has assigned its police 
and military to assist European border management. 

 Over the centuries, Senegal ’ s capital port city of Dakar has been an 
important crossroads for trade, as well as a center for migration, with 
a history of tragic consequences. 
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 Heading out from the harbor on a Senegalese Navy migrant 
patrol boat, Lieutenant Omar Sagna pointed out the island of Gor é e 
as we sped by. For some three hundred years, Gor é e was a shipping 
point for the transatlantic slave trade, the most massive migration in 
human history. These days, Senegalese try to prevent Africans from 
leaving. The Canary Islands are about nine hundred perilous miles 
away. Dressed in a blue jumpsuit, Sagna, the vessel ’ s commanding 
offi cer, picked up binoculars to look for signs of boats attempting the 
crossing. 

  “ We have seen many people, but as time goes, they have reduced 
their travel to Europe and we don ’ t see many anymore, ”  he said. The 
Senegalese Navy vessels are often joined by European counterparts. 
As we headed out of port, we passed patrol boats operated by Spain ’ s 
military police force, the Guardia Civil. 

 Along the shore, Senegal ’ s gendarme s  run beach patrols on foot 
and on motorized three - wheel bikes. They are shows of force in areas 
police believe have been departure points for migrants and human 
smugglers. 

 Sagna said it is an intense and ongoing struggle.  “ We have the 
policemen on land and at sea. We have the air force; we have the foreign 
ships like Spanish and Italians. And the Portuguese they have been 
here in a frigate, ”  he said.  “ Oh, and Luxembourg, ”  he added.  “ They 
have patrol aircraft which have been here. ”  

 Outside the harbor, Sagna spotted a boat that he decided merited 
investigation.  “ It ’ s a big boat, and we ’ re going to cross it and investi-
gate it and see what it ’ s going to do. ”  

 Sagna said he looked for boats with a number of people. This one 
had eleven. Plenty of food, provisions, and fuel for a several - day trip 
might also be a giveaway. The navy lieutenant waved them down and 
had what seemed like a friendly conversation in Wolof, the common 
Senegalese language. 

  “ They ’ re fi shermen, ”  he concluded as the wooden boat slowly 
motored away. They were looking for a decent catch, not a way out of 
Africa. 

 Much of the equipment used by Senegal was donated by Spain. 
In December 2006, the nation ’ s socialist prime minister, Jos é  Luis 
Rodr í guez Zapatero, came to Dakar to formalize a deal that included 
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a gift of two coastal patrol boats, fi ve all - terrain vehicles, and com-
munications gear. He also pledged the equivalent of  $ 27 million in 
development aid. 

 I wondered what, outside the realm of bilateral governmental 
relations, Senegalese foot soldiers felt about their role in Europe ’ s 
migration battles. So I put the question to the police agent Bienvenu 
Agboton, who directs the migration patrols. To him it was a matter of 
pride and safety. 

  “ The Senegalese are very concerned about this situation mainly 
because young Senegalese are leaving the country under very danger-
ous circumstances and risking their lives, ”  he said.  “ It was a matter of 
dignity. In order to preserve our dignity, we felt we had to be involved 
in this fi ght. ”  

 The Europeans also are aware that the demands they make of 
African nations need to be politically palatable to the leaders they 
want to accept them.  “ Experiences have demonstrated that to bro-
ker a deal the European Union needs to offer something in return, ”  
European Commission offi cials announced in a November 2006 
policy declaration. The document made it clear that those govern-
ments that were not part of the club would have to earn the right 
for their residents to travel to Europe for work:  “ Once certain con-
ditions have been met, such as cooperation on illegal migration 
and effective mechanisms for readmission, the objective could be 
to agree [ sic ] Mobility Packages with a number of interested third 
countries which would enable their citizens to have better access to 
the E.U. ”  

 Translation: If poor governments agreed to take back illegal 
migrants who had been deported, Europe would use legal migrants 
in temporary worker programs. From the European point of view, this 
would enable member nations to better regulate migration and have 
access to cheap foreign labor. 

  “ We need the immigration, but what we need is to have it in a 
channeled way, ”  explained the Frontex offi cial Arias.  “ Then also to 
make it fi t with the needs of Europe. ”  

  “ The aim, ”  he continued, is to attract young migrants.  “ Because 
in Europe, the average age in the European population is getting 
older, so this is not good. So we need somehow fresh blood from the 
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immigrants. They are the only ones that can do this, that can refresh 
the European blood. ”  

 Visions of Count Dracula aside, the most common argument in 
developed countries for managed migration is the one Arias put in a 
nutshell — the need to import workers because of aging labor forces 
and populations. It may be a predatory and self - serving justifi cation, 
but it ’ s one that has strong advocates on both continents. 

  “ The American people want their government to be serious 
about protecting the public, enforcing the rule of law, and creating a 
rational system of legal immigration that will proactively fi t our needs 
rather than reactively responding to future waves of illegal immigra-
tion, ”  declared Senator Charles Schumer of New York, chairman of the 
Senate Immigration Subcommittee in summer 2009, trying to set 
the tone for a renewed immigration debate in Washington. 

 Bringing order out of chaos by controlling migration with laws 
that  “ fi t our needs ”  has become an immigration mantra of the developed 
world ’ s politicians. 

 The political calculation is that a statute adopted by a repre-
sentative democracy would be seen as inherently just, particularly 
if it established clear categories with rules that could be universally 
understood by various constituencies. 

  “ People who enter the United States without our permission are 
illegal aliens, and illegal aliens should not be treated the same as 
people who entered the United States legally, ”  said Schumer. The 
message was identical to one that Janet Napolitano, the secretary 
of the Department of Homeland Security, had delivered only a few 
days earlier in a speech that repeated the phrase  “ the rule of law ”  
fi ve times. 

  “ We begin with immigration with the concept that it is an embod-
iment of the rule of law and that the rule of law will be fully and fairly 
and effectively applied across the spectrum, ”  she said. 

 It also was the same point that UK offi cial Lin Homer had made 
to me about that country ’ s immigration laws:  “ [W]e expect people to 
play by the rules, and we ’ ll enforce our laws when they don ’ t. But at 
the end of that, we want our systems to be fi rm and fair. ”  
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 The  “ fi rm and fair ”  enforcement of rules is, of course, a bit of 
a smoke screen. Rules may be fairly enforced, but if the regulations 
themselves are unfair or inconsistent, implementing them isn ’ t much 
of a salve. By its nature, legislation is political and situational, refl ect-
ing the dispositions of its authors. U.S. laws once condoned the 
importation of slaves and the exclusion of Asians. As a character in 
an Anatole France novel observed,  “ the majestic quality of the law . . .
prohibits the wealthy as well as the poor from sleeping under the 
bridges, from begging in the streets, and from stealing bread. ”  

 The use of laws by wealthier economies to better adjust migra-
tion — to try to ensure that the admission, care, and feeding of 
migrants best suits our own purposes — presupposes that our needs 
and desires are paramount. The approach is not new. It does noth-
ing to address the root causes of migration, nor does it make either 
sending or receiving countries more sustainable. It ’ s just a twenty -
 fi rst - century iteration of a golden rule: he who has the gold makes 
the rules.          
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C H A P T E R      1 3   

           “ Torn Apart for the 
Need to Survive ”           

 On Monday, January 5, 2009, with the economic downturn in 
full bore, President - elect Barack Obama, just two weeks short of 

his swearing in, went to Capitol Hill and held a series of New Year 
meetings with congressional leaders. Afterward, he remarked on 
the obvious, stating that the national economy was “bad and getting 
worse.” As the fi rst full trading day drew to a close, his observation 
was refl ected in the stock market results. The Dow Jones, NASDAQ, 
and Standard  &  Poor ’ s indexes all fell. The bond market weakened. 
Among the bad news rumors circulating on the Internet at the time 
was that Microsoft Corporation would be announcing massive job cuts. 

 That day, as anonymous Microsoft  “ sources ”  tried to dampen 
speculation about possible plans to trim the workforce, company offi -
cials also were looking down the road. The corporate colossus sent 
a very public  “ Microsoft Word ”  to the incoming administration that 
one company program the United States really needed to adopt was 
a plan to relax restrictions on the importing of migrant workers. 

 The policy proposal came in the form of a posting from Microsoft ’ s 
legal and corporate affairs department on the Web site of President -
 elect Obama ’ s transition team. Citing the need to attract and retain 
 “ the brightest, most talented people from around the world, ”  the 
computer giant called on the Obama White House to  “ remove caps 
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that bar entry into the U.S. by high - skilled immigrants ”  not only on 
a temporary basis, but for good.  “ Rather than pretend that we want 
these highly skilled, well - trained innovators to remain for only a tem-
porary period, we should accept and indeed embrace the fact that we 
want them to become permanent U.S. residents, so that they can drive 
innovation and economic growth alongside America ’ s native - born 
talent. ”  

 Microsoft ’ s long - term plan for more migrant employees to spur 
economic growth stood in sharp contrast to the fi rm ’ s immediate 
fi nancial reality. With declining revenue, Microsoft needed to control 
costs. As one arm of the company pushed to be allowed to import 
more foreign workers, another was preparing dismissal notices. Two 
and half weeks after making its case to import  “ people from around 
the world, ”  the company announced that it would be eliminating four-
teen hundred jobs right away, and might lay off up to twenty - six 
hundred additional employees over the next eighteen months. 

To the Microsofts of the world, the globe is a mighty chessboard 
with pieces that need to be moved around in accordance with long-
term goals, grand strategies, challenges from other major players, and 
the circumstances of play. Mobility is key, and if the rules of play 
inhibit movement, then the players seek to change them. Generally 
missing from the calculation is a sense of the common good. It’s a glo-
bal system that I earlier referred to as “coyote capitalism,” one whose 
skewed priorities place the welfare of migrants at the bottom of the 
list. Properly addressing migration requires not only a commitment to 
address its causes, but a reexamination of values, a better understand-
ing of enforcement regimes and vested interests, and the realization 
that an international issue entails a global approach.

 Even though the demand for migrant workers rises and dips over time 
and with economic fl uctuations, the overall appetite in the developed 
world for the brains and brawn of foreign labor seems unrelenting. 
Like addicts, we need the next fi x. We are hooked. 

 The cravings come from all sectors of the economy. 
  “ There are only so many brains available, ”  the president of a U.S. 

high - tech market research fi rm told  Investor ’ s Business Daily.   “ And 
either they ’ re going to get them or we are. ”  
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 California landscape contractors made a similar case for their 
need to import low-skilled workers: “Any employer of immigrants, 
Mexican and other nationalities, will tell you that immigrant workers 
are some of their best, hardest-working employees and, in many cases, 
the business could not survive without them.”   

 Policymakers and advocates on both sides of the Atlantic present 
identical justifi cations for moving millions of workers across borders. 

  “ We have an aging workforce and declining workforce participation, 
and job growth will continue in both higher - skilled and lower - skilled 
jobs, ”  contend U.S. business leaders. 

  “ Europe is facing a demographic time - bomb which could go off 
as early as 2010 when the EU labour force is expected to decrease 
signifi cantly due to a deadly combination of an aging and declining 
population, ”  wrote Graham Watson, a European Parliament member 
from England and the leader of the Parliament ’ s Alliance of Liberals 
and Democrats.  “ [O]ur economy is set to lose 20 million workers 
(and their tax payments) in the next twenty years if we do not actively 
increase migration fl ows or take radical action to encourage European 
women to have more children. ”  

 Watson did not elaborate on exactly what  “ radical action ”  might 
persuade women to pump out offspring in numbers suffi cient to ade-
quately populate the workforce. But common assumptions on both 
continents see migrants not only as indispensable to the economic 
machinery but also as replacement parts to be shipped in and used 
when old ones slow down, wear out, or are otherwise unavailable. 

 The inexorable desires of companies to hire migrant workers and 
of migrants to cross borders have combined with the often complex 
dynamics of parochial and national politics and competing interests 
to produce a global fog of contradictory and inconsistent immigration 
policies and attitudes. No international bodies regulate migration, 
nor is there consensus about  “ best practices. ”  National policies fl uc-
tuate with economic needs and fi ckle public opinion. 

 The industrialized and undeveloped countries of the world 
tend to look through the immigration telescope from opposite ends. 
As a result, they inevitably wind up with seemingly irreconcilable 
perspectives. 
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 Wealthy nations debate the costs and benefi ts of new arrivals, 
often blaming migrants for depressing wages, for crime and social 
problems. Foreigners may be recognized for their economic and cultural 
contributions, but the often lurking undercurrents are concerns about 
assimilation, race, cultural change, and ethnic identity. 

 On the other hand, in the sending nations of the developing 
world, leaving home and going abroad for work is about balancing 
expectations of opportunity and betterment with the diffi culties of 
separation. Even if family members and policymakers understand the 
benefi ts of remittances sent home by migrants, they also have varying 
degrees of apprehension about the  “ brain drain, ”  the effects of talented 
professionals leaving, and about fractured families. 

 Migration permits countries on both ends of the pipeline to avoid 
and defer problems. Where sending nations should be addressing 
such urgent needs as developing their economies and fi nding ways to 
keep families and communities together, instead, outfl ows of migrants 
let them off the hook. By the same token, in destination countries, 
migration reduces the incentive to create sustainable economies that 
are able and willing to tap their own resources. 

 Having ready access to migrant labor has bred the love-hate relation-
ship that has stoked the raging immigration debates in the word’s 
wealthier countries. On the one hand, they contribute to our eco-
nomic bounties; on the other, the arrival and presence of migrants 
can be unsettling. I remember the calamitous tones used by the news 
media to describe Mexican migration in the early eighties. 

  “ Invasion from Mexico; It Just Keeps Growing, ”  harrumphed a 
 U.S. News  &  World Report  issue in 1983, as Mexicans, responding to 
the deepening economic crisis in their own country, moved across the 
porous border in record numbers. To describe the infl ux, in addi-
tion to the use of military  “ invasion ”  metaphors, journalists trotted 
out watery, cataclysmic ones —  “ tidal waves, ”     “ fl oods, ”   “ torrents, ”  and 
 “ surges. ”  

 A nation under assault must defend itself, so the focus of the immi-
gration issue shifted to the alleged harm being done by the invaders 
and to appropriate methods of defense. Residents, witnessing change and 
unprepared or unwilling to adapt, often voiced their discomfort. 
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 In 1984, producing a public television documentary about the 
rapidly changing demographics of Los Angeles, I interviewed one 
very candid former resident of a San Fernando Valley neighborhood. 
The all - white area where she had lived had seen an infl ux of Latinos 
and a marked exodus of longtime residents. I asked her why she had 
joined the  “ white fl ight ”  fl ock. 

  “ It sounds like a terrible thing to say, but I ’ m going to say it anyway, ”  
said Cynthia Horacek, explaining her discomfort.  “ I was really tired 
of going to the market and not hearing much English spoken. It was 
really starting to bother me. And I started feeling like when the bill-
boards are going up in Spanish, it ’ s time to move. And it sounds like 
white fl ight, but because of the kids, and because of the schools, and 
because of the percentage of the homes in our neighborhood that 
weren ’ t taken care of, it was just, it was time to leave. ”  

 I ’ ve heard echoes of that attitude expressed elsewhere. In Sweden, 
 Å je Carlborn, a researcher and social anthropologist at Malm ö  
University, explained how he felt it necessary to move his family in 
1998 when migrants from the Middle East and Africa moved into his 
neighborhood. 

  “ The main reason was really that our son was about to start school 
and it wouldn ’ t have been good for him to go in the school in the 
neighborhood, ”  Carlborn explained.  “ Not because of any criminal 
activities, but because of language problems. Many children born 
and raised in the neighborhood, they don ’ t know a word of Swedish 
when they start school. ”  

 In Poland, Border Guard major Marek Osetek, the warden of a 
migrant prison, told me his concern about the country ’ s Vietnamese 
population, estimated at thirty thousand to fi fty thousand.  “ It ’ s just an 
impenetrable social group, ”  he said, as Vietnamese prisoners await-
ing deportation looked on, peering at us standing in the courtyard 
through the windows of their dormitory - type cells.  “ They work with 
each other only. They break the laws. It ’ s standard procedure for 
them. And when we meet people who have been living in Poland for 
four to fi ve years, and they don ’ t speak any Polish, it means they ’ ve 
been cut off from the rest of society. ”  

 Those, of course, are among the tamer reactions to migration. As 
we ’ ve seen, economic downturns have exacerbated intolerance and 
spawned restrictive legislation. Lethal brews of racism and xenophobia 
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have produced race riots and nationalist hate movements. In Russia, 
neo - Nazi thugs have attacked migrants from Central Asia, lured to the 
country in recent years by relative prosperity. A human rights group 
recorded 122 murders of foreigners in 2008, up from 25 in 2005. 
One Tajik man was beheaded. A communiqu é  from a militant group 
threatened to kill offi cials who refused to  “ evict the blacks. ”  

 In Italy, in February 2009, the interior minister, reacting to reported 
crimes by migrants, announced his support for an emergency decree 
authorizing local vigilante patrols to hunt out and report on any 
 “ illegal activities ”  perpetrated by immigrants. 

 And in England at about the same time, construction workers 
went on strike at a power station, demonstrating against the employ-
ment of foreign contractors. After the UK government released 2008 
fi gures showing that British citizens had lost jobs as foreign workers 
gained them, the bishop of Manchester reportedly warned of a  “ serious 
risk of disturbances ”  with the possibility that racist groups would  “ try 
to win support by blaming migrants. ”  

 Visceral reactions to the strangers among us can be explained 
by fear or prejudice. Well - meaning intermediaries try to bridge 
gaps through dialogue or appeals to our better instincts. But, par-
ticularly in a climate of economic diffi culties, enforcement meas-
ures tend to overshadow efforts aimed at mutual understanding and 
accommodation. 

 Laws and regulations governing migrants vary from one industrial 
nation to the next. In the United States, migrant workers, regardless 
of their legal status, rightly have the same labor rights as any other 
employees. Working with state agencies as well as with consulates 
from Central America and Mexico, the U.S. Department of Labor 
set up a program in 2004 called the Employment Education and 
Outreach partnership (EMPLEO), to assist Spanish - speakers on work 
issues. (The acronym EMPLEO also spells out the Spanish word for 
employment.) In the fi rst three years of operation, the program 
collected more than  $ 5.5 million in back wages and overtime. 

  “ We don ’ t ask the person who ’ s calling about their legal status, ”  
explained Priscilla Garcia, a U.S. Department of Labor offi cial in Los 
Angeles.  “ The law does not distinguish if the employee is here legally 
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or not legally, ”  she said.  “ Our laws are enforced to protect employees 
that work in the United States. ”  

 So under the U.S. system, theoretically, while one federal depart-
ment could be representing ripped - off illegal migrant workers, 
another agency, the Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) 
offi ce of the Department of Homeland Security, could be arresting 
and deporting them. 

 Illegal immigrants also face different levels of enforcement from 
one local jurisdiction to another. The city of Los Angeles, for exam-
ple, specifi cally prohibits police from using immigration law to go 
after accused criminals, a policy that the former chief of police Bill 
Bratton enthusiastically endorsed at the time he ran the department. 

  “ The fact of their immigration status is of no concern to me. 
It isn ’ t. I ’ m interested in the acts that they ’ re committing, if they ’ re 
committing crimes: rapes, robberies, dope dealing, I ’ ll address that. 
I have no interest because I don ’ t have the capacity to deal with the 
immigration laws of the United States. It ’ s that simple, ”  he told me, 
explaining that the regulation allows migrants to cooperate with 
police without facing deportation. 

  “ [The policy] was also intended to try to encourage people who 
might be here illegally to come forward if they ’ re victims of crime 
or come forward and assist us as witnesses to a crime without fear 
that . . . the police would, in fact, then turn them in to the federal gov-
ernment, ”  Bratton said. 

 But an illegal migrant in Maricopa County, Arizona, might have 
an altogether different experience if he or she were to encounter a 
deputy sheriff in the Phoenix area. 

  “ It ’ s a three - pronged attack, the  ‘ Triple I, ’  which means  ‘ Illegal 
Immigration Interdiction, ’   ”  said Joseph M. Arpaio, the county ’ s 
tough - talking sheriff. As nearly seventy state and local law enforce-
ment agencies around the country have done, Arpaio signed a part-
nership agreement with ICE that allows his deputies to enforce 
immigration laws once they ’ ve received special training. 

  “ I am allowing our deputy sheriffs, in the course of their duties, 
when they come across a criminal violation, whether it be speeding or 
what have you, and they fi nd out that there ’ s some illegals involved, 
or in the car, they will put their ICE hat on and investigate those sus-
pects, ”  Arpaio explained. 
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  “ For example, in a traffi c violation, there ’ s fi ve others; they ’ re not 
all driving the car, but we investigate them if we think they ’ re illegal. 
Then we process them, we have computers, ICE computers. We do the 
investigation . . .   and arrest them, process them, and take them to jail. 
Then they will take the ICE hat off and go back to their regular 
deputy sheriff duties. ”  

 Not surprisingly, the American Civil Liberties Union, along 
with Latino rights groups, stepped forward to challenge the strategy 
in federal court. Representing people who said they had been tar-
geted during  “ crime suppression sweeps, ”  the lawsuit accused Arpaio 
of adopting  “ an unlawful, racially biased policy of stopping, detain-
ing, questioning, and/or searching persons in vehicles in Maricopa 
County who are or appear to be Latino to interrogate them about 
their perceived immigration status based on nothing more than their 
race, color, and/or ethnicity. ”  

 In response to complaints, the federal government started taking 
action against Arpaio. In March 2009, the civil rights division of the 
U.S. Justice Department opened an investigation into the Maricopa 
County Sheriff’s Offi ce, focusing on “patterns or practices of discrim-
inatory police practices and unconstitutional searches and seizures.” 
Seven months later, the Department of Homeland Security cut back 
on the authority of his deputies to enforce federal immigration laws. 
Nonetheless, Arpaio continued his sweeps. “It doesn’t bother me, 
because we are going to do the same thing,” Arpaio told reporters. 
“I am the elected sheriff. I don’t take orders from the federal govern-
ment.” It was a stance that seemed to meet with the approval of a 
good portion of his constituents. As the sweeps continued, 61 per-
cent of Maricopa County voters told pollsters that they approved or 
strongly approved of the sheriff’s job performance. 

 Similar migration law enforcement issues have played out in 
the United Kingdom. There, the U.K. Border Agency drew fi re in 
late 2008 when it announced that newly formed  “ local immigration 
teams ”  up and down the country  “ will work shoulder - to - shoulder with 
police, Her Majesty ’ s Revenue and Customs, and local partner agen-
cies, in a new series of partnerships. ”  

 In reaction, an advocacy group, the Migrant Rights Network, said 
the new policy would foster anti-immigrant sentiment. “As well as 
criminalising undocumented migrants, the pressure on these institutions 
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from the Government to monitor migrants is likely to encourage 
suspicion of all foreigners, damaging race relations more widely. ”  

 Another U.K. rights group, Positive Action for Refugees and Asylum 
Seekers (PARAS), summarized what it suspected was the underlying 
government intent:  “ On the one hand the concerted energy spent 
on   ‘shutting down illegal working ’  aims to ensure that a fl exible mar-
ket has the cheap, disposable workers that it requires; on the other 
those who are designated as  ‘ irregular migrants ’  are to be criminalised 
and where possible removed. ”  

 The PARAS description of the policy was just a slightly sharpened 
version of what Lin Homer, the head of the U.K. Border Agency, had 
told me at the Home Offi ce:  “ We need to have an approach to selec-
tive migration where we bring into the country the people that the 
country needs. ”  

 But enforcing rules that give preferential treatment to Europeans 
and discriminate against South Asians and Africans makes a mockery 
of any reasonable claims to fairness. A policy of pulling up the draw-
bridge and denying entry to non - Europeans smells a lot like America ’ s 
nineteenth - century Chinese Exclusion Act. 

 The British system of selective or managed migration throws into 
sharp relief a fundamental divide in the migration debate — not 
only in the United Kingdom but also in the United States and 
globally. The division is between those who place the economic 
needs of businesses and countries above all other factors, and others 
whose paramount consideration is the welfare of the migrants. 

 In London ’ s East End, a longtime hub for migrants — from 
Huguenots of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, to Eastern 
European Jews (my relatives among them) who arrived in the last 
part of the nineteenth, to South Asians who started coming in the 
middle twentieth century — Praxis, founded in 1973, provides support 
and counseling for migrants and refugees, regardless of legal status.  
The center describes itself as “the place for the displaced.”

 In a room of the church building where the group is headquar-
tered, a language instructor taught a tableful of women from Eastern 
Europe and South Asia the complex fundamentals of English verb 
tenses. In the kitchen, a cook prepared low - cost meals. Elsewhere, 
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counselors met with clients from Africa and the Philippines, and 
worked the phones trying to straighten out bureaucratic snafus by 
government agencies. 

 Upstairs, in an airy offi ce, Praxis ’ s chief executive, Vaughan Jones, 
a soft - spoken minister of the United Reformed Church, ticked off 
some of the criteria for what he considers to be the prerequisites of 
a decent migration policy:  “ The right to a decent wage. The right 
to come and go and not be trapped. The right to a family life and to 
bring family here. All of those important issues. ”  

 Jones described his frustration with the British immigration 
system.  “ The managed migration program fails to take into account 
the human stories, ”  he said.  “ The bureaucracy just cannot deal 
with the fact that people come and decide to stay. They come to work 
for a short period of time and then fall in love. The system doesn ’ t 
deal with romantic migration, for example. ”  

 I was struck by the contrast between his and his government ’ s 
priorities.  “ It ’ s a completely different approach than looking at migration 
in terms of economic needs, ”  I observed. 

  “ Yes it is, ”  he agreed.  “ Politicians feel that the public needs to 
see a government which is being tough on immigration, and it helps 
them in the sense that they try to manage the migration processes, 
so that they have the right person in the right place at the right time. 
But what they forget is that they ’ re dealing with human beings, that 
human beings  . . .  make choices about whether to leave their country 
or not, very often because of impossible diffi cult circumstances in 
which they fi nd themselves. ”  

 Being  “ tough on immigration ”  doesn ’ t have to mean being tough on 
immigrants. Managing or controlling migration sensibly shouldn ’ t be 
a one - way street. A host of players need to be called to account, from 
the world ’ s employers of migrants to the nurse recruiters and Indian 
 “ body shops ”  to the exporting nations that use migration as a substi-
tute for development. 

 On the international scene, debates about migration have been 
dominated by wealthy nations intent on preserving their own economic 
interests and setting global priorities. In 1990, the UN General 
Assembly adopted the  “ International Convention on the Protection 
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of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families. ”  
The purpose of the agreement was to guarantee to migrants human 
rights and humane conditions. It takes a middle ground, upholding 
the rights of sovereign nations to determine who can and who can-
not enter and to deport illegal migrants. It seeks to prevent exploita-
tion and traffi cking, outlaws indentured servitude, and discourages the 
employment of undocumented or irregular workers. At the same time, 
it upholds standards of treatment and human rights of all migrants, 
regardless of legal status. 

 It might appear to be noncontroversial, but it ’ s not. By the summer 
of 2009, of the United Nations ’  192 member states, just 41 had 
ratifi ed it. Just about all of the signatory states (including Mexico and 
the Philippines) send out more migrants than they take in. Not one 
of the world ’ s migrant - dependent industrialized countries (including 
the United States) had signed the agreement. 

 There may be other ways to regulate migration. In 2003, experts, 
most prominently then UN secretary - general Kofi  Annan and econ-
omist Jagdish Bhagwati, called for a global agency to regulate immi-
gration policies and put forward best practices. Bhagwati proposed 
a World Migration Organization (WMO), similar to the World Trade 
Organization (WTO). 

  “ Up to now, rich countries have been far too comfortable with a pol-
icy framework that allows them to benefi t from immigrant labor, while 
denying immigrants the dignity and rights of a legal status, ”  said Annan. 

 The proposal for an agency that might rein in rich countries trou-
bled U.S. offi cials.  “ The United States is skeptical about the ability 
of the United Nations to address the migration issue effectively at the 
global level and is concerned about efforts to develop a rights - based 
migration regime, ”  said Arthur E. Dewey, assistant secretary of state 
for population, refugees, and migration in 2005.  “ The United States 
would not support the creation of any UN agency on international 
migration, ”  he added.  “ The United States continues to believe that 
the International Organization for Migration ’ s Council Session is the 
appropriate forum to discuss general international migration issues. ”  

 The Geneva - based International Organization for Migration (IOM) 
operates independently of the United Nations. With offi ces in some 
100 countries and a membership of 125 states, the IOM correctly 
describes itself as  “ the world ’ s leading intergovernmental organization in 
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the fi eld of migration. ”  The organization ’ s goals are far - reaching:  “ [The 
IOM] is committed to the principle that humane and orderly migra-
tion benefi ts migrants and society and is instrumental in helping to 
meet the operational challenges of migration, to advance understand-
ing of migration issues, to encourage social and economic develop-
ment through migration, and to work toward effective respect for the 
human rights and well - being of migrants. ”  

 The IOM spends much of its resources working with refugees 
and on health issues, providing disaster and emergency relief, as well 
as combating human traffi cking. Nonetheless, its  “ primary goal is 
to facilitate the orderly and humane management of international 
migration. ”  Just over 40 percent of its 2009 operating budget of  $ 631 
million was provided by the United States. 

 At least a third of its budget goes to controlling migration for the 
benefi t of its richest members, detecting migration routes, advising 
governments, training border guards, operating detention camps, and 
deporting migrants. It also  “ facilitates ”  migration, funding and work-
ing on temporary migrant worker programs, according to the labor 
requirements of the destination countries. 

 In her threadbare offi ce in the Senegalese capital of Dakar, Awa 
Fall, an offi cial with the Department of Youth and Sports, fl ipped 
through a notebook and showed me computer records of young men 
who had applied to go to Spain as temporary workers. She runs an 
IOM - funded program to regulate migration. 

  “ About nineteen thousand people have registered, ”  she said. Of 
that number, seven hundred people actually made it to Spain, most 
of them to work in strawberry fi elds. 

 During Spain ’ s more prosperous years, before the recession hit, 
Spanish farm workers were leaving the fi elds for better jobs in con-
struction. Spain needed workers in the fi elds, and at the same time 
wanted to prevent so many people from Senegal making runs on the 
Canary Islands. 

 So as part of its mission to manage migration, the IOM helped in 
both respects. It coordinated the training of Senegalese border guards 
to slow the illegal migration, and it funded the temporary worker pro-
gram to attempt to manage the legal entry of farmhands into Spain. 
The temporary worker program needed to be arranged between govern-
ment ministries in Spain and Senegal. The IOM brokered the deal. 
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  “ There is a need for setting up a system, ”  the IOM ’ s Laurent 
de Boeck told me as we talked in his offi ce in a converted beach 
hotel up the coast from Dakar.  “ It ’ s complicated. When you need a 
migrant, you need a worker that you want to take from another country; 
you need to set up a proper system for informing the population, to 
register and for the selection. That needs to be done by a structure 
recognized by the other country that is recruiting. ”  

 I asked de Boeck about the long - term benefi t of the program. He 
said the workers sent to Spain would return with new skills. But, he 
said, more importantly, the IOM was trying to offer alternatives. 

  “ We ’ re not in favor of providing legal migration to everybody, or 
half of Africa would go somewhere else, ”  said.  “ So what we want to 
ensure is that there are youth staying in the country, investing in the 
country, learning and applying their skills in a country. So what we 
have done is set up a mechanism to support national institutions, 
providing business training, how to set up a business, to manage a 
business to fi nd appropriate partners, study their business plans and 
provide them with technical and fi nancial support. ”  

 To me, that sounds like a good idea. Funding development seems a 
better alternative to border patrols and fences. De Boeck told me that in 
2008, the IOM had provided funding for fi fty - seven projects in Senegal. 

 I went to visit one, a school for garment manufacturing set up in 
an old apartment building. Women were learning how to design, cut, 
and sew clothes. Boubacar Diehiou, a director of the center, connected 
the dots. 

  “ If we did not have this center that provides good training and at 
the same time provides them with work right after the training, for 
sure these girls may have thought about immigrating, ”  he said.  “ This 
is really a solution for them. ”  

 Maybe. But for the IOM, such projects are not its highest priorities. 
The offi ce in Senegal spent just 10 percent of its budget on develop-
ment plans. It spent twice as much supplying Spain with farm workers, 
and four times as much providing assistance for border controls and 
deportation efforts. 

 Even as wealthy nations devote ever - increasing resources to bor-
der enforcement and efforts to manage migration, the number of 
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migrants, both legal and illegal, has increased, leading experts in both 
the United States and Europe to question the effectiveness of strict 
enforcement and the allocation of resources. 

  “ Despite massive increases in border enforcement and congres-
sional actions undertaken to discourage legal immigration, the number 
of legal and illegal entries from Mexico has continued to grow, 
implying the waste of billions of dollars (not to mention hundreds of 
lives) in the futile effort to prevent the movement of labor within a rap-
idly integrating North American economy, ”  wrote Douglas S. Massey 
of Princeton University in 2005. 

 In Europe the following year, Stephen Castles from the Inter-
national Migration Institute at Oxford University reached a similar 
conclusion:  “ Building walls (between the USA and Mexico) and 
increasing naval patrols (between the EU and Africa) increases the 
death rate and the smugglers ’  profi ts, but does not solve the problem. ”  

 One other effect of the buildup of borders has been the creation 
of gargantuan immigration bureaucracies with vested interests and 
stakes in self - perpetuation, not only in the public sphere. Much of the 
immigration bureaucracy has been outsourced to the private sector. 

 Aerospace and defense companies such as Boeing, Raytheon, 
Lockheed Martin, and Northrop Grumman are now part of what 
might be called the migration - industrial complex.   In the United 
States, corporate immigration work runs the gamut from processing 
visa and passport applications, to handling call centers, to operat-
ing the E - Verify system that checks the immigration status of work-
ers, to guarding deportees. In fi scal year 2008 (October 1, 2007, to 
September 30, 2008), more than a third of the  $ 5.6 billion budget 
of the Bureau of U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) 
went to private contractors. The number one recipient ( $ 158.8 million) 
of ICE contracts was the San Diego – based computer giant Science 
Applications International Corporation (SAIC), which runs cyber 
security systems for ICE. 

 From sophisticated biometrics, to aerial surveillance, to the raw 
stopping power of metal fences, walls, and weapons, controlling 
and monitoring the movement of people is very much in the hands 
of a global network of private global companies. One leader is the 
Bermuda - based Accenture, once known as Andersen Consulting, 
which runs border management systems on fi ve continents. Along 
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Europe ’ s frontier in eastern Poland, Zeiss and Motorola outfi tted 
new border watchtowers with state - of - the - art electronic and optical 
devices. The German fi rm Carl Zeiss AG (whose motto is  “ We Make 
It Visible ” ) has installed four hundred border surveillance systems in 
more than ten countries. The Polish installations were equipped by 
a team involving Alcatel - Lucent and Elbit Systems, a major Israeli 
defense company. A Swedish fi rm, Precise Biometics, is a global 
leader in the development of national identity card systems. Its cus-
tomers include Portugal, Thailand, and Qatar. 

 The increased criminalization of unauthorized border crossers 
has also led to a construction boom in migrant detention facilities in 
both the United States and Europe. 

 With some 43 percent of the ICE budget allotted to  “ deten-
tion and removal operations, ”  security fi rms and private prisons 
have become big winners of federal efforts to jail and deport illegal 
migrants. In 2008, nearly  $ 1 billion went to companies providing 
guard services. Among them, AKAL Security is itself an immigrant 
success story. Founded by a Pakistan - born guru who immigrated to the 
United States in 1968, AKAL, a subsidiary of the New Mexico – based 
Sikh Dharma religious group, runs fi ve migrant prisons, in addition to 
being the largest contractor in the federal court security program. In 
2008 it received ICE contracts worth more than  $ 132 million. 

 The removal aspect of immigration enforcement also has proved 
to be profi table for the private sector. A New Mexico air charter 
company, CSI Aviation Services, Inc., received  $ 55.6 million in 2008 
for fl ying illegal migrants out of the country. 

 A growing population of deportees has helped make the pri-
vate prison industry virtually recession proof. Detention fi rms have 
reported glowingly optimistic news to shareholders. Cornell Companies, 
Inc., suggested it was prepared to take advantage of a bullish market: 
 “ [H]eightened attention has been placed on border patrol and immi-
gration enforcement. We believe that our adult secure service line is 
well positioned to respond to these marketplace conditions. ”  

 Executives from the Florida - headquartered GEO Group (known 
as Wackenhut Corrections Corporation until 2003) offered a similar 
analysis.  “ My personal view is that the U.S. border security and the 
detention that is necessary to detain illegal aliens will increasingly be 
seen as a national imperative to protect U.S. workers and their jobs, ”  
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company chairman and CEO George Zoley told analysts. In 2009 
the fi rm housed ten thousand illegal immigrants in its U.S. prisons. 
Zoley expected that number to grow, offering a fi nancial outlook for 
his fi rm  “ which refl ects the continued growth of our company in a 
tough economic environment. ”  

 Many private prison fi rms have global reaches: They cross frontiers 
to build and manage prisons to incarcerate people for often doing 
what they themselves do — cross borders to fi nd work. GEO ’ s inter-
national operations generated  $ 128.7 million in 2008 (12.3 percent 
of its revenue). Besides managing a  “ migrant operations center ”  hous-
ing largely Haitians and Dominicans at Guant á namo Bay, the GEO 
Group also runs two UK migrant prisons — one in Oxfordshire, the 
other next to Heathrow International Airport, outside London. In 
fact, of Britain ’ s eleven  “ immigration removal centres, ”  eight are run 
by private fi rms. In June 2009, Serco, one of the British prison 
management companies, expanded its operations in the Pacifi c, sign-
ing a five - year contract, worth approximately  $ 300 million in U.S. 
currency, to operate seven immigrant prisons in Australia. 

 Perhaps all that money could be better spent. I asked Vaughan Jones 
at the Praxis project in London what a more reasonable migration 
policy might look like. 

  “ It should fi rst of all begin to tackle the causes of migration, ”  he 
said.  “ So where migration is forced, where displacement happens as 
a result of confl ict, deal with the confl ict. Where it comes as a result 
of underdevelopment, deal with the underdevelopment. Where it 
results from changes in the climate, then have some sensible adaptation 
policies in relationship to climate change. So fi rst of all, deal with 
what the real problem is. ”  

 It ’ s an approach that makes sense, but one that would require a 
fundamental attitude shift, especially by nations that import workers. 
Countries preoccupied by their own needs and economies would 
have to consider others ’ . Just as the corporate sector takes an increas-
ingly international perspective, importers and exporters of people 
would have to think globally. 

 Oxford University ’ s Stephen Castles has portrayed the current 
system of global labor migration as one that  “ allows rich countries to 
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plunder the scarce human capital of poor countries. ”  It is perhaps 
another way of describing  “  coyote  capitalism. ”  

 A workable and fair alternative, Castles suggests, is a multilateral 
approach aimed at protecting worker rights, combating abuse and 
exploitation, and getting  “ migrant labour importing countries to work 
together with the governments of sending countries to achieve 
mutually benefi cial economic outcomes. ”  

 It ’ s an ambitious plan, but one that would help to correct the 
current system of labor migration, which is tilted in favor of wealth-
ier nations. Economies that have come to depend on migrant labor 
need to more fully pay for that privilege. Businesses and govern-
ments in nations that rely on migrants not only need to make sure 
they have decent wages, protections, and working conditions, they 
also need to reach across international boundaries to help con-
struct strategies for development, sustainable economies, and poverty 
reduction. 

 Our conversations and debates about migration are too often 
based on our own selfi sh needs. Since the older population of 
Americans and Europeans is growing, many see younger migrants as 
one solution to questions about who will take care of  us . That formu-
lation is problematic. Not only does it view migration as if it were the 
solution to the demographic shifts of wealthier countries by seeing 
the developing world as a host for incubation factories and a breeding 
ground for labor, a dubious moral equation, but it also ignores the 
obvious. When our migrant caregivers themselves age, who will take 
care of  them ? Or do we just send them home and order up replace-
ments? We don ’ t say, or we don ’ t ask. 

 We certainly could import ever - increasing numbers of migrants to 
look after us, but what about building economies capable of sustaining 
themselves? In destination countries, instead of wholesale import pro-
grams, might incentives — better compensation, working conditions, 
and training — get more people to take work so fundamental to our 
existence as food production and health care? 

 In Southern California, where I live, we ’ re trying to cut down 
on imports — of the liquid variety. Because of its desert ecology, Los 
Angeles imports most of its water from the north, hundreds of miles 
away. But in a drought, with even less to go around, communities are 
fi nding ways to conserve and cut back on imports. The city of Los 
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Angeles pays homeowners to rip out thirsty lawns, and, to the south, 
Orange County recycles water. By the same token, successive presi-
dents have advocated weaning ourselves off imported oil. If shaking 
our foreign petroleum habit and cutting back on imported water are 
desirable goals, why can ’ t the same be said for breaking our addiction 
to migrant workers? 

 At the same time, labor - importing nations need to help alleviate 
conditions that prompt people to leave their families, communities, 
and countries. It ’ s a matter not only of developing policies that are 
sustainable and fair but also of give - and - take. Companies and coun-
tries that take migrants for their labor should be prepared to give 
back. But doing it right would require internationally agreed - upon 
rules and priorities, as well as a regulatory framework, perhaps along 
the lines of the World Migration Organization (WMO) idea endorsed 
by the former UN secretary - general Kofi  Annan. 

 There are ample precedents for planning rewards and disincentives 
to encourage good behavior. For example, serious building projects 
require environmental impact assessments. Should there be migration 
impact assessments? Should trade deals and treaties contain reports 
of their likely effects on migration? What about the massive subsi-
dies governments dole out to agricultural concerns? In the wealthy 
countries of the world, price supports account for about a quarter of 
farmers ’  gross receipts. Short of eliminating or drastically reducing 
them, might legislation such as farm bills that authorize them also 
provide estimates of the number of people who are likely to move 
because they ’ ve been put at a competitive disadvantage? 

 American companies that move abroad are required to provide 
trade adjustment assistance (TAA) to U.S. workers who lose jobs as 
a result. Should migratory corporations be required to bear the bur-
den not only for lost U.S. jobs, but also for other costs of migration 
attributable to their moves? What about businesses that use foreign 
workers? If they import goods, they often have to pay excise taxes. 
Should they be able to bring in migrants duty - free? Do they bear 
any responsibility for the  “ brain drain ”  or for the toll on communi-
ties or families left behind? Should they have to pay some form of 
compensation? 

 Perhaps a migration tax on recruiters and employers of migrants 
is called for. Filipino researchers have proposed hospital - to - hospital 
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partnerships between wealthy and developing countries. They suggested 
that health care companies that recruit nurses from abroad should 
pay fees to the hospitals where the employees worked, so they can 
train replacement nurses to join their staff. 

 If limiting migration is a desirable goal, for the have - nots to stop 
banging on the doors to the developed world, they ’ ll need good 
reasons to stay put — economies that work, opportunities to prosper. 
This might be  “ pie in the sky, ”  but the alternatives are even bigger 
prisons, more police, and higher walls — because like it or not, 
widening economic differences between countries give impetus to 
the ongoing global march. Migrants who move from lower -  to higher -
 income economies are often able to earn twenty or thirty times more 
than they can by staying at home. So unless massive income dis-
parities are eliminated or reduced, if migrants believe the potential 
rewards of leaving home outweigh any risks of migrating, people 
naturally will up and leave. 

 In November 2005, outside a small village in Guatemala, reporting 
on the effects of a recent hurricane, I met a family hard at work. The 
rural area, impoverished even before the storm ravaged the place, 
had been devastated. Ant ó nio Garc í a, along with his wife, kids, and 
cousins, were working together along a riverbed. Using crude hand 
tools, they made gravel for a living. They smashed boulders into little 
rocks, then hammered away to crush the stones into material they 
could sell to the local construction company. They, like some billion 
other workers around the world, made no more than about  $ 3 a day. 
Given the opportunities, why wouldn ’ t that family want to migrate? 
And who could really blame them if they did? 

 In Hazleton, Pennsylvania, Amilcar Arroyo, the newspaper 
publisher from Peru, questioned the effectiveness of the relentless 
focus on enforcement.  “ Build a fence, you won ’ t stop people coming, ”  
he said.  “ It may be less, but when you have to support a family, and 
you know that crossing a line, just crossing a line, you can fi nd a 
job, you can work for  $ 5 an hour instead of  $ 5 a day, always there will 
also be people crossing that border. The only solution to me, ”  he said, 
 “ is help these countries. Make the economies of these countries better 
so these people won ’ t have reason to come to the United States. ”  
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 At the central bus station in Monterrey, Mexico, Rub é n Bugar í n 
sat in the waiting room with other farm workers. Soon they ’ d be on 
a bus, on their way to the Tennessee tobacco farm that had recruited 
them under the H - 2A temporary worker program. He was a large man 
with skin parched from his years in the fi elds. He looked tough. On 
a table next to him was his cowboy hat. He told me he was making 
his eighth work trip to the United States, leaving home for ten - month 
stretches. 

 I asked him about his family, and he said he had a wife and three 
children. He became quiet and looked away. His eyes were tearing as 
he turned back. 

  “  Es doloroso  [It ’ s painful], ”  he said. 
 In a Manila apartment, forty - year - old Eddie Gaborni was getting 

ready to ship out to Saudi Arabia. He ’ d been there before, in the late 
nineties, and stayed almost three and a half years living in a labor 
camp working in construction. He was reluctant to return because 
he ’ d been underpaid. 

  “ I ’ m afraid the same thing will happen, but we have no choice, ”  
he said.  “ I have to provide for the children. ”  He had tried to fi nd work 
in the Philippines as a general contractor but had had only one small 
job in a year. He and his wife, Gina, decided he needed to go abroad 
to earn money to support their family. They had six children. 

 Going away was a long - practiced custom in the household.  “ We 
are the family of the OFWs [Overseas Filipino Workers], ”  Eddie 
joked. His brothers and sisters had all worked abroad, as had Gina ’ s 
three sisters, brother, and cousins. 

 Eddie ’ s seventy - two - year - old mother, Rosie, came into the room. 
She said she had worked as a maid in Kuwait, and while she was 
away, her husband, who had remained in the Philippines, lived with 
another woman. 

  “ That ’ s the human face of migration, ”  said Gina. 
 I asked their three youngest children, Lucky, Eddie Jr., and Jason, 

ages seven through eleven, what they expected to do when they grew 
up. Jason wanted to be a cop. Lucky and Eddie Jr. both said they ’ d 
probably go abroad to work. They said they were not looking forward 
to their father ’ s departure the following week, remembering that 
when he had been away previously, they had cried when he phoned. 

  “ Even me, ”  added Eddie Sr.  “ Every time I call, I cry. ”  
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 Gina, a slender, animated woman, was a political activist who 
had just been elected the deputy secretary - general of Migrante Inter-
national, which advocates for Filipino migrants. 

 As we all headed over to the Migrante offi ce and continued our 
conversation, I was curious to hear the perspective of a couple whose 
lives had been so bound up with migration. I was interested to fi nd 
out what they saw as the problem. I ’ d been used to viewing the issue 
through American eyes, seeing it framed from the point of view of a 
country on the receiving end. The debates in the United States are 
generally about the costs and benefi ts of migration, about whether 
border enforcement is suffi cient, or whether we are getting the right 
kinds of migrants with the needed skills. Do migrants bring disease? 
Do they cause crime? Do they pay more or less in taxes than they 
consume in services? 

 None of those matters were issues for Gina and Eddie Gaborni. 
We walked through a courtyard and upstairs to the modest second - story 
offi ce of Migrante. Leafl ets were stacked on a table. Poster boards used 
in their political demonstrations were at the ready. But a T - shirt caught 
my eye. On it was a colorful illustration and a one - sentence slogan that 
expressed a sentiment about migration rarely heard in debates in the 
United States. Black - and - white cut - out fi gures linked hands circling 
a blue - and - green globe. White lettering said simply,  “ We dream of a 
society that will never be torn apart just for the need to survive. ” 
It seemed elegant. Just a simple declaration of family values. 

 We ’ ve built a global society in which goods, money, and ideas can 
move virtually unfettered, but people cannot. In an ideal world, a 
person would have as much freedom of movement as a sack of rice 
destined for the world market. While the utopian vision of open 
borders is appealing, there is not much chance of a meaningful 
debate on the issue. Besides, as migration expert Castles has written, 
while open borders may be a desirable aim for the long term,  “ in the 
current global context, it could lead to an anarchic situation in which 
the weakest — in both sending and receiving countries — would be 
even more disadvantaged. ”  

 In the United States, there is little support for either open borders 
or the status quo, and general agreement that the immigration system, 
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such as it is, is the result of a messed - up political standoff. If these 
were family dynamics, they would be labeled dysfunctional. How 
else to describe a situation in which upward of twelve million people, 
most of them essential to the U.S. economy, live in the shadows, often 
fearing raids and deportations, cut off from certain benefi ts, knowing 
that if they are able to remain below the radar, there is neither the 
political will nor the capacity to round up, imprison, and deport all 
of them? 

 In the fi nal analysis, how we respond to migration and how we 
treat the strangers among us are refl ections of our connections to 
humanity. Politicians arguing over who is deserving of human rights 
need look no further than their own family trees for insight. More 
fundamentally, despite the wishes of migration restrictionists, ancient 
impulses to escape hardships or to go in search of greener pastures 
are not going to come to a halt just because political lines have been 
drawn and laws passed. Our quests for betterment have the same 
basic drives as those of our primordial ancestors who migrated out of 
bogs looking for sources of food. Build walls, and people will go over, 
around, or under them. Hire border guards, and smugglers will bribe 
them. Step up patrols, and migrants will fi nd alternate routes. Provide 
better - paying jobs, and workers will get to them. Migration will not 
be stopped. But in the best of all possible worlds, nations should 
strive to ensure that migrants cross borders because they want to, not 
because they have to.             
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On the same day that r eporter Jef frey Kaye  

visited the T ondo hospital in northwest Manila,  

members of an employees association wearing  

hospital uniforms rallied in the outside courtyar d 

demanding pay raises. The nurses at the hospital  

took home about $261 a month, while in the  

United States, nurses earn, on average, more than 

fi fteen times that rate of pay. No wonder so many 

nurses leave the Philippines.

Between 2000 and 2007, nearly 78,000  

qualifi ed nurses left the Philippines to work  

abroad, but ther e’s mor e to it than the pull of  

better wages: each year the Philippine pr esident 

hands out Bagong Bayani  (“Modern-day  

Heroes”) awar ds to the country’ s “outstanding  

and exemplary” migrant workers. Migrant labor  

accounts for the Philippines’ second largest source 

of export r evenue—after electr onics—and they  

ship out nurses like another country might export  

textiles. In 2008, the Philippines was one of the  

top-ranking destination countries for remittances, 

alongside India ($45 billion), China ($34.5 billion),  

and Mexico ($26.2 billion).

Nurses in the Philippines, farmers in  

Senegal, Dominican factory workers in rural  

Pennsylvania, even Indian softwar e engineers  

working in California—all ar e pieces of a lar ger 

system Kaye calls “coyote capitalism.”

Coyote capitalism is the idea—practiced by 

many businesses and governments—that people,  

like other natural r esources, ar e supplies to be  

shifted ar ound to meet demand. W orkers ar e 

pushed out, pulled in, and put on the line without 

consideration of the consequences for economies, 

communities, or individuals. 

With a fr esh take on a contr oversial topic,  

Moving Millions  knocks down myth after myth  

about why immigrants come to the United States  

and what role they play in the economy, challenging 

the view that immigrants themselves motivate  

immigration, rather than the policies of businesses 

and governments in both rich and poor nations.  

ISBN: 978 0 470 42334 9

Kaye takes readers around the world in sear ch of 

answers, with stops in Mexico, Eur ope, the UAE,  

Poland, Senegal, and elsewher e. Interviewing  

smugglers and undocumented workers, recruiters 

and legal immigrants, Kaye fi  nds surprising 

connections between globalization, economic  

growth, and the convoluted immigration debates  

taking place in the United States and other  

industrialized countries.  

What does it all add up to? America’ s 

approach to importing workers looks fr om the  

outside like a patchwork of unnecessary laws and  

regulations, but the machinery of immigration is  

actually part of a larger, global system that satisfi es 

the needs of businesses and governments, often  

at the expense of workers in every nation.

Moving Millions  brings a new perspective  

to the looming debates over compr ehensive 

immigration reform in Washington. It is important 

reading for policy makers, activists on both sides  

of immigration and globalization debates, and  

anyone who wants to understand an issue that will 

remain a major point of domestic and international 

political confl ict for decades to come.

JEFFREY KA YE is a fr eelance 

journalist and special corr espondent 

for the PBS NewsHour, for whom 

he has r eported since 1984. His 

work has also appear ed in the Los 

Angeles Times,  the Washington 

Post, and other print, br oadcast, and Internet 

outlets. For mor e information, and to see pictur es 

taken while reporting for Moving Millions, visit 

his Web site at: www.jeffreykaye.net.
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“A really wonderful book. With vivid writing that brings policy to 

life through the people most touched by it, Moving Millions pulls 

us acr oss the global landscape of one of the least understood 

phenomena of our time—human migration—and demonstrates 

why each of us has a stake in what happens to these strangers in our 

midst. Kaye’s done such a fantastic job of capturing the human, as 

well as the government and commercial, sides of this complicated 

issue. A superb piece of work.”

 —Judy Woodruff, Senior Correspondent, PBS NewsHour

“Global immigration—for ced, exploitative, and pr ofi table—is 

arguably the most explosive social issue of our time. Its economics 

are murky and its politics ar e hypocritical. Read this book if you 

want a well-written, honest guide to how it works and why any 

solution has to focus on wher e immigrants come fr om as well as 

where they go.”

 —Jeff Faux, founder of the Economic Policy Institute and  
   author  of The Global Class War

“Jeffrey Kaye does a masterful job in demolishing the myriad myths 

surrounding immigration and puts a human, sometimes tragic, 

face on the concurr ent global push of poverty and the pull of the 

promise of a better life.” 

 —Marc Cooper, USC Annenberg School
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