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INTRODUCTION 
It was solidarity time inside the great 

hall along Chicago's Navy Pier last 
July. The AFL-CIO was holding its 
50th-anniversary convention. And the 
right of illegal immigrants to remain in 
the U.S. was a top priority. At points 
throughout the proceedings, federation 
leaders such as AFL-CIO President John 
Sweeney, and marquee guest speakers 
including Rev. Jesse Jackson and Sen. 
Ted Kennedy, peppered their presenta-
tions with appeals to Congress to legal-
ize the immigration status of millions 
of "undocumented" workers—in other 
words, to create an amnesty. 

Apparently disregarded was the fact 
that Congress nearly 20 years earlier 
had created such a program, and that 
the result was more of the very condi-
tions the law was intended to eliminate. 
Yet speaker after speaker, cheered on 
by hundreds of delegates, delivered 
the writ. The survival of the labor 
movement depends on legalizing, and 

organizing, illegal migrant workers. 
We need them and they need us. Let 
us bring them out from the shadows 
of the underground economy and into 
the sunshine of full acceptance as fel-
low Americans. Let us never forget that 
a cabal of exploitative employers and 

right-wing Republicans are conspiring 
to stand in the way of this happy out-
come. So ran the script.

Such sentiments were set against a 
backdrop of schism. A recently-formed 
rump faction, the Change to Win (CTW) 
coalition, dissatisfied over ostensibly insuf-

G
etty Im

ages



2      NLPC Special Report

ficient attention to organizing, boycotted 
the event. Two key member unions, the 
Service Employees International Union, or 
SEIU, with 1.8 million members, and the 
Teamsters, with 1.4 million members, in 
short order announced they would leave 
the AFL-CIO altogether. By the end of the 
week they were joined by the United Food 
and Commercial Workers, with their 1.4 
million members. Two months later, in late 
September, CTW's now seven-union roster 
met in St. Louis to announce its arrival as a 
full-fledged federation. 

Given the rancor surrounding the split, 
it might be easy to view the two federa-
tions as bitterly divided, and organized 
labor on its last legs. But any death knell 
would be premature. The schism, first and 
foremost, is over strategy and rhetoric, not 
beliefs. And this especially is true on the 
matter of immigration.

Change to Win's driving force, SEIU 
President Andrew Stern, for years has 

argued, as has Stern's former mentor, 
AFL-CIO President John Sweeney, that a 
key ingredient of organizing is expanding 
immigration from current levels. They 
share the view that persons here illegally, 
whether by way of unauthorized entry or 
overstay of a temporary visa, should have 
their status adjusted to legal residency. 
"The struggle of immigrant workers is our 
struggle," Sweeney has remarked on more 
than one occasion. For Stern, immigra-
tion reform means "standing shoulder to 
shoulder with business" to enable as many 
immigrants as possible to work here, while 
defending their workplace rights through 
aggressive organizing.

The clash between the two federations 
is over cause and effect in the service 
of a common goal. The AFL-CIO sees 
lobbying, research and education as nec-
essary to ensure a favorable climate for 
organizing. Change to Win, by contrast, 
views massive organizing as a prerequi-

site for making lobbying, research and 
education effective. Yet each federation 
thinks alike in terms of desired out-
comes. If anything, Change to Win has 
more reason to support high levels of 
immigration, as its Service Employees, 
United Food and Commercial Workers, 
and UNITE-HERE1 unions represent 
mainly unskilled workers in labor-
intensive industries. It is the unions 
in Change to Win, not the AFL-CIO, 
which are positioned to organize a size-
able number of low-wage, foreign-born 
employees of Wal-Mart, Tyson Foods, 
Cintas, Roy Rogers and Taco Bell. And 
it is the AFL-CIO, by contrast, where 
one finds unions representing steel, 
auto and airline workers who now with 
depressing regularity are bracing them-
selves for announcements from their 
respective employers of pension plan 
termination—assuming they already 
haven't received the bad news yet.
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Service Employees President Andrew Stern speaks; Teamsters President James P. Hoffa looks on.
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Unions, by their nature, seek to 
maximize membership. Yet by the same 
token, they seek the most favorable 
terms possible in contract negotia-
tions. The two goals—membership 
and bargaining power—may conflict, 
especially when the skill level of new-
comers to the labor market is low. 
When the supply of labor is rapidly ris-
ing, it is more difficult to maintain job 
security through collective bargaining, 
even with successful organizing.2 And 
nothing expands a workforce like mass 
immigration.3 

It may be difficult to fathom, 
but there actually was a time in our 
nation's history when unions recog-
nized this, and accordingly, were at the 
forefront of persuading Congress to 
restrict immigration. Organized labor's 
metamorphosis into mass-immigration 
cheerleaders—seemingly at odds with 
its own best interests—is a story that is 
at once fascinating and disturbing.

SETTING THE STAGE: 
HISTORICAL OVERVIEW 

Organized labor was a latecomer in its 
support of mass immigration. For well 
over a century, unions had been averse 
to it. Their leaders believed that immi-
grants—especially the desperate among 
them—were willing to accept wages, 
benefits and working conditions that 
most native-born Americans would not. 
In large enough numbers, they argued, 
immigrants could pose a threat to union 
bargaining power, even as they poten-
tially stood to enlarge membership. Even 
in the labor movement's earliest years, 
predating the formation of the American 
Federation of Labor in 1886, unions 
such as the Glass Bottle Blowers' Associa-
tion, the Horse Nail Workers' Union, 
and the Retail Clerks Protective Asso-
ciation petitioned Congress to restrict 
immigration.4

Such fears have been borne out by 
extensive research. "(E)very serious 
study over the past 100 years," notes 

Cornell University labor economist Ver-
non Briggs, "has found that wages are 
depressed by immigration, the adverse 
impact being most severe for unskilled 
workers."5 A sizeable volume of pub-
lished research over the last dozen years, 
particularly by Harvard's George Borjas, 
likewise has concluded that the least 
educated and skilled among the native-
born are the most susceptible to job dis-
placement by unskilled immigrants.6 

Support for large-scale immigra-
tion, then as now, consisted of an alli-
ance of (wage-minimizing) employers 
and (vote-maximizing) ethnic politi-
cians. But unlike today, labor leaders 
explicitly had opposed this alliance. In 
1912, union officials supported leg-
islation in Congress that would have 
required literacy tests for immigrants; 
the measure passed, but President Taft 
vetoed it. They supported similar leg-
islation a couple years later, only to 
have President Wilson likewise apply 
his veto pen.7 American Federation 
of Labor founder Samuel Gompers 
cautioned that organizations opposing 
immigration restrictions for ostensibly 
"sentimental" or "idealistic" reasons 
in fact had received financial support 
from business organizations.8 Sound 
familiar? In a letter to Congress dated 
March 19, 1924, Gompers wrote:9 

America must not be overwhelmed (by immi-
grants) . . . Every effort to enact immigration 
must expect to meet a number of hostile forces 
and, in particular, two hostile forces of consid-
erable strength. One of these is composed of 
corporation employers who desire to employ 
physical strength . . . at the lowest wage and 
who prefer a rapidly revolving labor supply at 
low wages to a regular supply of American wage 
earners at fair wages. The other is composed of 
racial groups in the United States who oppose 
all restrictive legislation because they want the 
doors left open for an influx of their country-
men regardless of the menace to the people of 
their adopted country. 

Congress did pass restrictive legislation 
in that fateful year of 1924, strengthen-
ing temporary national-origin quotas 
it had enacted three year earlier. If the 

new law met with opposition from labor 
leaders, it was because it didn't go far 
enough. A. Philip Randolph, black civil-
rights pioneer and future president of the 
Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, for 
example, had sought zero immigration.10 

For four decades the restrictions ben-
efited organized labor and the rest of 
America. As first-and second-generation 
immigrants assimilated, many of them 
joined unions, and without having their 
bargaining position weakened by subse-
quent large-scale waves of newcomers. 
Briggs lays out a strong case that the two 
trends—the rise of unionism and the 
decline in immigration—were of a piece. 
"The cessation of mass immigration over 
these years, made it easier for the third-
wave immigrants and their descendants 
to become assimilated and for the process 
of social elevation to occur," he notes.11 
Unions served as a vehicle for assimila-
tion by immigrants, affirming to them 
and their children that America repre-
sented the future. Union membership, 
having sharply declined during 1920–24, 
rose again with strict immigration limits 
now on the books. With the enactment 
of the National Labor Relations Act in 
1935 (upheld by the Supreme Court two 
years later),12 membership exploded in 
the years during and after World War II. 
By 1965, union membership in the non-
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Samuel Gompers, founder of the American Federation 
of Labor.
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agricultural U.S. labor force had reached 
an all-time high of nearly 18.3 million.13 

Yet political support for loosening 
immigration restrictions had grown dur-
ing this time, even after passage of the 
Immigration and Nationality Act of 1952, 
the basis for modern immigration law. 
And immigration proponents hit the jack-
pot in 1965, when Congress amended the 
act. Led by Sen. Philip Hart, D-Mich., 
and Rep. Emanuel Celler, D-N.Y., law-
makers scrapped national-origin quotas 
in favor of a hemispheric quota system, 
and made family reunification the main 
basis for admission. In so doing, Peter 
Brimelow recounted in his book, Alien 
Nation,14 the legislation wound up rais-
ing immigration levels, despite repeated 
assurances by its advocates that it would 
do no such thing. Total annual legal 
immigration over the following decade 
rose from about 300,000 to 400,000. The 
application of the Eastern Hemisphere-
nation preference system to the Western 
Hemisphere (1976) and the combination 
of hemispheric ceilings into a worldwide 
quota (1978) contributed to further yearly 
increases to 500,000 and beyond.

There also was a hidden problem in all 
this—illegal immigration. And this would 
loom ever larger in public opinion. Legal 
and illegal immigration, by their nature, 
are mutually reinforcing. That is, as more 
people come here legally, there is a greater 
propensity of family, relatives and friends 
back home to join them, even if by illegal 
means. To be sure, sending-nation "push" 
factors such as war, poverty and corrup-
tion matter, as do receiving-nation (i.e., 
American) "pull" factors such as economic 
opportunity and religious freedom. But in 
the end, kinship and friendship ties mat-
ter more. Center for Immigration Studies 
Executive Director Mark Krikorian sums 
up: "No one wakes up in Timbuktu and 
says, 'Today I will move to Milwaukee!'—
migration takes place by way of networks 
of relatives, friends, acquaintances, and 
fellow countrymen, and few people immi-
grate to a place where these connections 
are absent."15 

Revisions to immigration policy unwit-
tingly facilitated illegal immigration; 
likewise, Congress recognized, further 
revisions had the capacity to disrupt it. In 
1978, lawmakers created a commission 
to study the problem. The 16-member 
panel, headed by Notre Dame President 
Rev. Theodore M. Hesburgh, released its 
final report on March 1, 1981, several 
weeks after President Reagan took office,16 
recommending a series of measures 
designed to end illegal immigration, while 
ensuring an ample supply of labor, espe-
cially for agricultural growers. One mea-
sure that would not work, the commission 
concluded, would be an updated version 
of Operation Wetback. In that instance, 
President Eisenhower in 1954 had ordered 
a roundup and deportation of hundreds 
of thousands of illegal Mexicans, many 

of whom had arrived here legally under 
the Bracero guest worker program, which 
would last another decade. Successful as 
Operation Wetback was, this time around, 
with far more people to deport, a similar 
effort would be both a logistical and pub-
lic-relations disaster. But the commission 
did recommend intermediate enforcement 
steps, such as a national ID card and more 
aggressive Border Patrol enforcement, to 
stem the tide of illegal migration from 
Mexico. 

In March 1982, Sen. Alan Simpson, R-
Wyo., and Rep. Romano Mazzoli, D-Ky., 
introduced legislation to enable illegal 
immigrants already here to obtain legal 
resident status, while discouraging fur-
ther illegal entries. But this and a subse-
quent Simpson-Mazzoli measure stalled, 
with interest groups finding the contents 
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U.S.-Mexico border crossing; a picture is worth a thousand words.
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unacceptable in one way or another to 
wield veto power. 

Unions, to their credit, initially 
opposed the amnesty component. 
"Illegal workers take jobs away from 
American workers and they undermine 
U.S. wages and working conditions," 
the AFL-CIO had declared in 1981.17 It 
would prove to be organized labor's last 
hurrah in affirming a longstanding posi-
tion of immigration restriction. Over 
the course of roughly a half decade, 
union resistance to amnesty wore down. 
Whereas labor chieftains began by 
opposing amnesty outright, they shifted 
to a view that amnesty was accept-
able as long as employers in the future 
faced penalties for hiring illegal work-
ers. Finally, in 1986, Congress broke 
the impasse, especially over whether to 
legalize the status of farm workers. And 
on November 6, 1986, President Rea-
gan, politically weakened by the Iran-
Contra revelations, signed the measure, 
known as the Immigration Reform and 
Control Act (IRCA), just two days after 
the Democrats had triumphed in Con-
gressional elections. 

IRCA, stripped to its essence, was a 
political swap: amnesty for employer 
sanctions. The amnesty portion of 
the equation made illegal immigrants, 
from whatever country, eligible for a 
phased-in adjustment of legal status 
if they prove: 1) continuous residence 
in the U.S. prior to January 1, 1982; 
or 2) employment in perishable agri-
culture for at least 90 days during the 
12 months prior to May 1, 1986. An 
award of amnesty, though not auto-
matic, would be highly likely. 

The application process for amnesty 
began on May 5, 1987, by little coin-
cidence Mexico's Cinco de Mayo Day. 
The program worked—at least from the 
standpoint of most participants. Some 
2.7 million of 3.1 million applicants, 
about three-fourths of them Mexican, 
had been granted Lawful Permanent 
Resident (LPR) status by the time the 
program had run its course in the early 

90s.18 As if to affirm the power of radi-
cal immigrant pressure groups, Congress 
in 2000 passed "late amnesty" legisla-
tion for the benefit of those applicants 
who had been unsuccessful the first 
time around, granting legal status to all 
illegal aliens part of lawsuits claiming 
continuous residence in the U.S. prior 
to 1982.19 All told, Congress created 
six separate general or nation-specific 
amnesties in the post-1986 period. 

The employer sanctions portion of 
the IRCA deal, however, was a different 
story. At least it looked good on paper. 
By law, most U.S. employers now had 
to verify, by means of a new "I-9" form, 
that job applicants were eligible to work 
in the United States; any employer who 
knowingly hired illegal immigrants 
would be subject to civil or criminal 
penalties. But the sanctions, even dur-
ing the early years only sporadically 
enforced, became practically irrelevant 
as time passed. Whereas in 1992 the 
federal government levied 1,063 fines 
on employers for hiring illegal aliens, by 
2002 that number had declined to 13—a 
99% drop!20 

Aside from manpower limitations, there 
are several explanations for the laxity of 
enforcement. First, an underground fake 
ID industry arose to accommodate illegal 
workers. The General Accounting Office 
(since renamed the Government Account-
ability Office) on more than one occasion 
has uncovered evidence of widespread 
document fraud.21 The activity certainly 
managed to keep the Immigration and 
Naturalization Service busy; in one month 
alone in 1998, INS agents seized nearly 
two million counterfeit documents in Los 
Angeles.22 And in an analysis of IRCA 
applications, the Social Security Adminis-
tration concluded that many immigrants 
either had used legitimate IDs belonging 
to family or friends, bought bogus cards 
from unscrupulous operators, or invented 
their own nine-digit numbers.23 Employ-
ers were hardly innocent in all this. Princ-
eton sociologist Alejandro Portes observed 
several years ago:24

Predictably, an entire industry of fraudulent 
papers has emerged. Would-be workers at 
construction sites and similar places often are 
told to go get "their papers" and return the 
next day. Through such subterfuges, firms 
demanding low-wage labor have continued 
to receive a steady supply, thus guaranteeing 
their profitability.

Second, INS agents have not been 
allowed to do their job because of heat 
placed on their agency by lawbreaking 
employers and politicians friendly to 
them. In 1998, INS raids on Georgia's 
Vidalia onion fields during harvest 
season caused illegal workers to flee. 
Within days, both of that state's U.S. 
Senators and three of its House mem-
bers sent an angry letter to Attorney 
General Janet Reno denouncing "the 
lack of regard for farmers."25 The INS 
soon backed off, promising in its place 
a more benign method of enforcement. 
In 1999 INS launched Operation 
Vanguard, targeting Nebraska's illegal 
immigrants working in meatpacking 
plants by reviewing employee records 
and interviewing workers. Of the 
plants' 24,000 employees, the INS 
estimated that about 4,000 were illegal, 
with 3,000 of the latter confirmed as 
such.26 Nebraska elected officials and 
industry people alike were infuriated. 
Then-Republican Governor Mike 
Johannis, along with Sens. Chuck 
Hagel (R) and other state political 
figures, quickly swung into action 
on behalf of meatpackers and ranch-
ers, successfully pressuring the Justice 
Department to halt the operation.27 
Apparently, "nice" enforcement cut 
no more ice with immigration enthu-
siasts than onsite raids had. Observers 
such as former INS official Robert 
Bach28 and immigration law expert 
Peter Schuck29 later admitted outright 
that the agency lacked the resources to 
monitor the hiring of illegals. 

Third, illegal immigrants have access 
to what amounts to legal fake identifi-
cation provided by their own country: 
matricula cards readily obtainable from 
any one of roughly four dozen Mexi-
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can consulates located throughout the 
U.S.30 These cards can be applied to a 
wide range of functions, from open-
ing a bank account to applying for a 
driver's license to obtaining credit. 
Only the hopelessly naive believe that 
legal immigrants, who by definition 
hold valid U.S. documents, need such 
a card. These cards are meant for illegal 
immigrants. Major airlines and banks in 
this country, not to mention hundreds 
of local law enforcement agencies, now 
accept the matricula card, which are 
issued on a same-day basis and are not 
secure, rendering them susceptible to 
fraud. Aside from an erosion of respect 
for sovereignty, the widespread accep-
tance of the card is due to capitulation 
to aggressive lobbying by the Mexican 
government and allied pressure groups 
here, particularly the Mexican Ameri-
can Legal Defense and Educational 
Fund (MALDEF). 

IRCA's amnesty-for-sanctions compro-
mise, in essence, proved to be a politi-
cal bait-and-switch—and immigration 
enthusiasts have won hands down. It is a 
mark of their unrelenting drive for power 
that these activists now demand the 
repeal of the nearly toothless employer 
sanctions. Supporters of legal mass immi-
gration had continued to score victories 
all the while. Congress in 1990 raised 
the legal immigration ceiling by roughly 
40%, while creating a new "diversity" 
visa lottery to enable up to 50,000 new-
comers from "underrepresented" nations 
each year to enter this country as perma-
nent residents.31 

It was no small surprise that, the 
intent of IRCA notwithstanding, ille-
gal immigration continued to climb 
as well. Whereas in the mid 1990s the 
Immigration and Naturalization Service 
estimated the annual net increase at 
about 275,000,32 by the early part of the 
current decade, the increase averaged 
400,000 to 500,000 a year. The Pew 
Hispanic Center's most recent report on 
illegal immigration in the U.S., issued 
in March 2006, estimated that about 

11.1 million unauthorized immigrants 
lived here as of March 2005, up from 
4 million in 1986. Of the more recent 
total, 56% came from Mexico and 
another 22% originated from elsewhere 
in Latin America. Illegals constituted 
30% of the total foreign-born popula-
tion.33 Our nation was back to square 
one—if not back further. 

Union officials, having jettisoned 
their opposition to illegal immigration, 
now recognized a golden opportunity. 
Here was a large and growing pool of 
migrant workers, unorganized and often 
exploited by employers in the face of 
a steady decline of organized labor's 
share of the labor force. Whereas nearly 
a third of America's total non-farm 
work force had been unionized during 
the 1950s and early 60s, after the 1965 
legislation that figure gradually fell to 
its current 12.5%. Within the private 
sector, the share of workers belonging to 
unions fell to its current level of slightly 
below 8%. For many unions, such as 
the Teamsters, decline could be mea-
sured in absolute numbers.

Labor already made clear it would 
stand with immigration enthusiasts. In 
1987, just one year after IRCA's enact-
ment, the AFL-CIO joined a lawsuit to 
stop the Immigration and Naturaliza-
tion Service from imposing employer 
sanctions for most of the year. Now the 
unions needed new leadership to com-
plete its 180-degree transition. 

ENTER THE SWEENEY ERA
The Bronx-born John Sweeney was 

raised in a hothouse of Irish-ethnic labor 
progressivism. During the 1950s, while 
in college, he joined his first union, a 
forerunner of the Service Employees. In 
1976 he assumed the leadership of New 
York City's SEIU Local 32B, and four 
years later became president of the inter-
national union.

Sweeney sought to remake the SEIU 
into a model for organizing and politi-
cal activism. And realizing that goal 

required confrontational tactics. In 
1985 he and his top aides concocted 
an idea for an agitprop campaign to 
bring the battle directly, and loudly, to 
the doorsteps of hotels and other major 
service employers. Beginning in Denver 
and spreading to cities nationwide, the 
campaign, dubbed "Justice for Janitors," 
was classic in-your-face organizing. At 
various points, overwhelmingly His-
panic demonstrators blocked sidewalks 
and traffic, shouted abusive language, 
and shook metal-filled canisters at ear-
splitting volumes. Infuriating as such 
tactics were to countless pedestrians and 
motorists, Service Employees locals won 
settlements in city after city, dramati-
cally boosting membership in the pro-
cess. The campaign sent a clear message 
to labor officials throughout America: 
The future lies south of the border. 

By 1995, Sweeney was now the logi-
cal heir to AFL-CIO leadership. The 
Republican Party had scored huge 
victories in the previous year's elec-
tions, and controlled both houses of 
Congress. Labor officials saw a mortal 
threat to workers' rights; a growing 
number of them saw longtime federa-
tion President Lane Kirkland as having 
outlived his usefulness. Though Kirk-
land had announced he would run for 
re-election, mounting opposition from 
officials loyal to Secretary-Treasurer 
Thomas Donahue forced him out. 
Donahue, though at first somewhat 
reluctant to run, announced his candi-
dacy. In August the AFL-CIO executive 
council selected him to serve as interim 
president. But in the eyes of the more 
militant unions, Donahue had limited 
credibility because of his ties to Kirk-
land. Sweeney was their man.

Sweeney, along with his New Voice 
slate, intended to deliver. At the fed-
eration convention in October 1995, 
Sweeney defeated Donahue, winning 
the support of unions representing 
57% of rank-and-file membership. 
To retain the loyalty of Donahue sup-
porters, the convention expanded the 
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AFL-CIO executive council from 33 to 
54 members, offering the new seats to 
previously unrepresented unions. The 
move had the effect of nearly doubling 
representation of women and minori-
ties on the council. 

Once in office, Sweeney swiftly went 
about completing the transformation of 
the AFL-CIO into an aggressive advo-
cate for mass immigration. American 
workers, he and allies claimed, were 
not undermined by a huge influx of 
Third World newcomers. "The notion 
that immigrants are to blame for the 
deteriorating living standards of Ameri-
can low-wage workers must be clearly 
rejected," read an AFL-CIO policy reso-
lution under the new regime. The fed-
eration proceeded to work with ethnic 
and business activists to strip pending 
immigration reform in Congress of key 
provisions, such as mandatory Social 
Security number verification and stricter 
limits on refugee admissions, effectively 
contradicting sound research and rec-
ommendations by the U.S. Commission 
on Immigration Reform.34 Though not 
without merit, the resulting law, the 
Illegal Immigration Reform and Immi-
grant Responsibility Act of 1996, was 
seriously watered down from what its 
sponsors had envisioned.

In February 2000 the AFL-CIO 
Executive Council issued a state-

ment demanding repeal of all IRCA 
employer sanctions and support-
ing amnesty for all illegal workers 
regardless of their length of time in 
this country. Undocumented work-
ers should be welcomed, as they have 
made "enormous contributions to their 
communities and workplaces."35 Far 
from being an opportunistic flip-flop, 
this statement represented the culmina-
tion of a political realignment nearly 
two decades in the making. 

AN INTEREST-GROUP 
TRIUMVIRATE:  
LABOR, BUSINESS AND 
ETHNIC ACTIVISTS

If organized labor's classic opposi-
tion to mass immigration flowed mainly 
from self-interest, so did its reversal. 
Whereas only a couple decades earlier, 
illegal and unskilled Mexican, Salva-
doran, Lebanese and Filipino workers 
were competitors for union jobs, by now 
they had morphed into a great untapped 
resource, the very future of the Labor 
Movement. And it remains, for the most 
part, untapped. Recent research on the 
California labor force, for example, has 
concluded that less than 10% of foreign-
born workers, particularly Mexican, in 
key labor-intensive industries belonged 
to a union.36 

Andrew Stern, John Sweeney and 
other top union officials intend to raise 
such percentages dramatically. There 
are now an estimated 11.5 million to 
12 million illegal immigrants in this 
country, 7.2 million of them gainfully 
employed.37 Unions, they argue, must 
join employers and ethnic politicians 
in that endeavor, becoming part of the 
very alliance of which Samuel Gomp-
ers had warned against many decades 
earlier. There were, of course, other 
influential pressure points favoring mass 
immigration; philanthropies, church 
groups, college-admissions officials and 
media all have done their part. The 
role of the Ford Foundation, which in 
the late 60s provided substantial seed 
money for MALDEF and the National 
Council of La Raza, in particular cannot 
be underestimated.38 But the primary 
focus of this section is on the triangle of 
labor, business and ethnic activists. For 
their entrenched interrelationships best 
explain why achieving reform has been so 
difficult, despite the growing crescendo 
among Americans that Congress "do 
something already" about immigration. 

Relationship #1: Unions  
and Business 

Business groups are committed as ever 
to ensuring a surplus of workers, all the 
better to minimize wages and benefits. 
The U.S. Chamber of Commerce, the 
National Association of Manufacturers 
and the National Restaurant Association 
each support some form of normalization 
of immigration status for illegal work-
ers and oppose even mild cuts in legal 
immigration ceilings. Randel Johnson, 
the Chamber of Commerce's vice presi-
dent on labor and immigration issues, 
reacting favorably to the unveiling of 
the Bush administration's guest-worker 
plan in January 2004, noted, "We need 
a system of 'earned targeted adjustment' 
for undocumented workers that fill 
vital roles in the economy, which would 
enable them to achieve legal status." 
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Even employees in the information-
technology (IT) sector, whose jobs 
require far higher skill levels than jani-
tors, construction workers or landscapers, 
are affected by this principle. Business 
groups have made spurious claims of an 
IT worker shortage to persuade Congress 
to boost existing annual caps on H-1B 
residency visas for such employees from 
abroad. The evidence strongly indicates 
that the program's primary function, 
at least in practice, has been to enable 
employers to underpay foreign-born 
recipients relative to American workers 
with similar skills and experience.39 Yet 
that hasn't stopped Microsoft Chairman 
Bill Gates from stating of the opposition 
to mass immigration, "It's very danger-
ous. You can get this idea the world is 
very scary; let's cut back on travel . . . 
let's cut back on visas."40 Meanwhile, the 
National Association of Manufacturers is 
pressuring Congress to exempt foreign-

born recipients of Master's and Ph.D. 
degrees from U.S. universities from 
annual immigration caps.

Unions may continue to rail against 
"big corporations," but the two are 
partners in promoting immigration 
representing a wide range of skill levels, 
and with an eye toward global labor 
markets.41 Such an alliance is logical. 
Employers see such immigrants as a way 
to cut labor costs. These are workers who 
are unlikely to demand much in the way 
of wages, benefits and working condi-
tions, especially if hired "off the books," 
thus sparing the employer the burden 
of payroll or income taxes.42 Unions, for 
their part, see these workers as future 
rank-and-file members. As guest workers, 
they would not be likely to contribute 
to union benefit funds; that is why labor 
leaders lean toward full legalization with 
a "path" to citizenship. As for employ-
ers, they may be less than happy about 

acceding to union demands, but they can 
take solace in the fact that large numbers 
of future (low-wage) immigrants stand 
ready to be hired. That why they pay 
trade association lobbyists the big bucks. 

It is instructive that Change to Win's 
Andrew Stern sees Alfred P. Sloan, who 
built up General Motors during its for-
mative decades, as a prime model for 
union organizing—at least as much as 
Sloan's union contemporaries such as 
John L. Lewis and Walter Reuther. Stern 
believes that maximizing organizational 
efficiency is necessary to successful man-
agement and organizing. His advocacy, 
for example, of consolidating smaller 
unions into larger ones was a key reason 
for his split with Sweeney. Along with 
the Teamsters' James P. Hoffa, Stern 
often makes overtures to Republicans, 
cautioning Democrats not to take the 
labor vote for granted. The GOP-leaning 
business sector, no doubt flattered over 
such talk, is more than pleased to join 
forces on immigration. 

In few places has this labor-busi-
ness partnership been more evident 
than under the aegis of the influen-
tial pro-immigration group, National 
Immigration Forum. In April 2002 the 
Washington-based NIF sponsored a con-
ference, "a potent alliance" in its words, 
of union, business, civil-rights, immigra-
tion-advocacy and religious leaders. AFL-
CIO President John Sweeney had this to 
say about the search for common ground 
on immigration issues:43

The message we deliver today to the President 
and the Congress is not only that we must get 
back to work, but that this is an even more 
important time for America to stand behind 
its principles. The attacks of September 11 
and their aftermath, including increased fear 
and scapegoating of immigrants and the great 
burden imposed on immigrants by the reces-
sion, force this nation and our leaders once 
again to ask of ourselves, 'Which side are we 
on? . . . What do we stand for?' We must stand 
in unequivocal solidarity with immigrant 
workers and their families. 

Thomas Donohue, (not to be confused 
with Thomas Donahue, Sweeney's AFL-

EXHIBIT 1
Selected Occupations in U.S. with High Concentrations of Illegal Immigrants

(March 2005)

Occupation % Workers Who Are Illegal 

Insulation workers 36%

Miscellaneous agricultural workers 29

Drywall/ceiling tile installers 28

Butchers/meat & poultry workers 27

Groundskeeping/landscaping 25

Construction laborers 25

Brick/stone masons 25

Dishwashers 23

Maids & housekeepers 22

Graders & sorters, agricultural produce 22

Painters 22

Cement masons & finishers 21

Cleaning/washing equipment operator 20

Computer hardware engineers 20 

Proportion of all U.S. workers  
who are illegal

4.9%

Source: Jeffrey S. Passel, The Size and Characteristics of the Unauthorized Migrant Population in the U.S.: 
Estimates Based on the March 2005 Current Population Survey, Research Report, Washington, D.C.: Pew 
Hispanic Center, March 7, 2006. Significantly, the aggregate figure of 4.9% is up from 4.3% a year earlier.
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CIO predecessor), president of the U.S. 
Chamber of Commerce and a founding 
member of the Essential Worker Immi-
gration Coalition, weighed in with this 
statement:44

The reality is, millions of undocumented work-
ers are here who fill an economic need, and we 
can't afford to send them home. The sooner 
we fold them into an expanded immigration 
system the better for all concerned . . . Security 
is an argument for—not against—fixing our 
immigration system. We need to recognize the 
hard-working immigrants who deserve protec-
tion under our laws, while exposing criminal 
gangs and terrorists that use the current system 
to their advantage. A regulated, structured sys-
tem will do this. 

If ever two statements better represented 
the convergence of labor and business on 
immigration, one would be hard-pressed 
to find them. Sweeney appears to view 
scapegoating of immigrants in the wake 
of the 9/11 terrorist attacks (a "scapegoat-
ing" wholly of his own imagination, one 
might add) as more egregious than the 
attacks themselves. For him, the truest 
expression of our nation's ideals is bring-
ing as many immigrants into the work 
force as possible, without regard for the 
consequences. Donohue at least is willing 
to admit the obvious—that dangerous 
people from abroad have taken advantage 
of our system. But the real issue, he notes, 
is the necessity of granting immigrants full 
protection under law, effectively ignoring 
distinctions between legality and illegal-
ity—note his use of the word "expanded." 

The mantra that immigrants take jobs 
that otherwise would go unfilled is the 
driving assumption behind this alliance. 
When President Bush unveiled his guest 
worker proposal in January 2004, he 
urged Congress to "legalize the process 
of people doing jobs Americans won't 
do." The President merely was reciting 
conventional and misleading wisdom. 
More accurately, immigrants accept jobs 
that Americans won't do at offered levels 
of wages and benefits. To the extent that 
an opening for a drywall hanger at $9 an 
hour without benefits is likely to be filled 
by an immigrant, it is because a native-

born construction worker will not accept 
less than something on the order of 
$12 an hour plus health insurance. But 
there's the rub. Employers, knowing that 
hiring illegal aliens has become a virtually 
risk-free proposition, are more than will-
ing to fulfill the prophecy of "jobs Amer-
icans won't take." From their standpoint, 
they prefer to hire immigrants, including 
illegal ones, from Mexico or El Salvador. 
And from the standpoint of the migrant 
workers, $9 an hour is far higher than 
what they would be making back home. 
Construction laborers, like groundskee-
pers, maids and dishwashers, work in 
occupations that now contain unusually 
high proportion of illegal workers in the 
labor force. (See Exhibit 1.) 

For employers, such workers constitute 
"cheap labor." For taxpayers, they are 
anything but cheap. With mass immi-
gration has come mass eligibility for the 
Earned Income Tax Credit, Medicaid, 
hospital cost reimbursements, food 

stamps, bilingual education and other 
forms of public assistance. The incidence 
of dependency upon these programs as a 
whole is higher for immigrants, indeed 
much higher for Mexican arrivals, as 
indicated in Exhibit 2. 

Business and labor form an arms-
length agreement. Business seeks to 
minimize labor costs by hiring immi-
grants. Labor in effect responds, "You 
hire them, and we'll organize them." 
And business in turn responds, "We 
don't mind if you organize them 
because immigration policy ensures a 
nearly bottomless reservoir." Like two 
rival crime families, business and labor 
share an innate mutual distrust, yet 
they can "do business." Mass immigra-
tion serves the purposes of each. That 
is why they work together to maintain 
and expand the post-1965 framework of 
immigration policy. When each says the 
word "reform," they mean bringing as 
many illegal immigrants as possible into 

EXHIBIT 2
Percentage of Immigrant Groups Using at Least One Welfare Program By 

Country/Region of Origin, 1996 and 2001

Region/Country of Origin 1996 2001 

Mexico 33.1% 34.1%

Caribbean 32.8 31.2

Central America 26.4 25.8

South America 18.0 20.7

Eastern Europe 18.9 18.8

Middle East 20.0 18.5 

East Asia 16.7 17.5

South Asia 7.5 13.8

Sub-Saharan Africa 24.6 13.5

Western Europe 9.1 10.0

Canada 11.2 6.3

Not reported & Oceana 14.6 13.8 

All immigrants 21.9 22.7 

Native-born Americans 15.3 14.6

Source: Steven A. Camarota, "Back Where We Started: An Examination of Trends in Immigrant Welfare 
Use Since Welfare Reform," Backgrounder, Washington, D.C.: Center for Immigration Studies, March 
2003, p. 13. The programs in question are the Earned Income Tax Credit, cash assistance, Supplemental 
Security Income, food stamps, and Medicaid. Program participation rates reflect usage by any member of 
the household. The author relied on data from the Census Bureau's Current Population Survey.
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the regular work force, thus encouraging 
further immigration.

In those instances where employ-
ers and labor square off in a prolonged 
dispute over immigrant workers, it is 
surrounding communities that pay the 
highest price. During the early 90s, for 
example, Case Farms, Inc., a poultry pro-
ducer currently based in Salisbury, Md. 
(under its new name Case Foods, Inc.), 
was faced with a "shortage" of work-
ers—that is, a shortage of workers will-
ing to start at less than $7 an hour, and 
under unsanitary and dangerous working 
conditions.45 The company decided to 
look south of the border to hire for its 
processing plant in Morganton, N.C., a 
town of about 15,000 population some 
50 miles east of Asheville.46 It sent 15 
passenger vans to recruit migrant workers 
in Florida, and spread the word in Texas 
and Florida that it was hiring. The word 
especially got out to a large network of 
native Guatemalans. Case Farms was 
not about to object, as such workers less 
likely than the native-born to complain, 
join a union or balk at taking on danger-
ous, messy tasks. Within several years 
about 90 percent of the 550 workers at 
the plant were Hispanic, the vast major-
ity of them Guatemalan. 

The work was extremely hard, with 
a factory floor chilled to 45 degrees to 
keep the meat from spoiling. Workers 
were permitted only three bathroom 
breaks during a full shift. One day, three 
workers complained about working 
conditions, and refused to return to the 
butchering line until their concerns were 
addressed. Case Farms management fired 
them on the spot and had them arrested 
for trespassing. The next Monday, 300 
workers walked off the job and struck the 
plant for several days. Word of the strike 
quickly reached the Laborers union, 
which had been trying to organize two 
Perdue Farms plants in northeastern 
North Carolina. The workers voted to 
be represented by the union. But after a 
full decade of strikes, lawsuits and nego-
tiations, the Laborers early this decade 

abandoned its costly campaign in favor 
a two-year commitment to fund a local 
center to aid Case Farms workers. 

Meanwhile, area population composi-
tion had changed. In 1990, the Census 
Bureau reported that there were less than 
300 Hispanic persons in Morganton 
and surrounding Burke County out of a 
total population of around 75,000. By 
mid-decade the Hispanic portion had 
jumped to an estimated 2,000 to 4,000, 
if not higher. The rapid influx of barely 
literate, non-English-speaking Guate-
malan highlanders (whose predominant 
native tongue, in fact, was not Spanish, 
but Mayan) had placed severe strains on 
local government service capacity. Local 
officials suddenly had to grapple with 
the need for interpreters in the courts 
and bilingual instructors in the schools. 
Local government-funded housing and 
health care costs rose, and many migrants 
lived in (subsidized) trailers and public 
housing. A good many native-born at the 
bottom of the career ladder, especially 
blacks, found themselves locked out of a 
job. "If an American goes in and applies 
for a job and a Guatemalan goes in after 
him, they're going to hire the Guatema-
lan before they hire the American," said a 
former plant worker.47

Even without a pitched employer vs. 
union battle, immigration may impose a 
high cost on a locality. In Garden City, 
Kansas, with several meat-processing 
plants, managers prefer to hire Hispanic 
and Southeast Asian workers, since their 
wage demands are less. As a result the 
community's local government has been 
barely able to cope with explosive growth 
in police, education, hospital and other 
public service costs.48 

In all fairness, most employers in 
this country operate within the law. 
Yet many face arbitrary discrimination 
suits from MALDEF and other groups 
for allegedly failing to hire a sufficient 
percentage of Hispanics. That puts them 
in a bind where they feel they have to 
hire Hispanic immigrants. That in turn 
triggers an influx of illegal immigrants 

into the work force, especially driven by 
rampant ID fraud. From the employers' 
standpoint, it makes sense for their trade 
associations to lobby Congress to legalize 
the status of illegal immigrants, who are 
likely to remain in this country one way 
or another anyway. 

But even without that external pressure, 
law-abiding employers can be expected to 
act more in their own interests than in the 
interests of the country. And by linking 
with unions and ethnic shakedown art-
ists, they are laying the groundwork for an 
enlarged welfare state. Someone, after all, 
is going to have to take care of the many 
immigrants who neither will return to 
their country of origin nor become eco-
nomically self-sufficient. The result will 
be higher taxes for education, health care, 
food stamps, housing and other necessi-
ties. Such are the costs of achieving work-
place diversity.  

Relationship #2: Business and 
Ethnic Groups 

Ethnic-identity politicians, most signifi-
cantly Mexican, play a much larger role 
now than they did in 1965. Ever ready 
to organize rallies, hold press conferences 
and file lawsuits, organizations such as 
the Mexican American Legal Defense 
and Educational Fund (MALDEF), the 
National Council of La Raza, and the 
League of United Latin American Citi-
zens (LULAC) at every turn have sought 
to block immigration reform. Moreover, 
they have closely aligned themselves with 
employers in an odd Bad Cop-Good Cop 
relationship, hectoring and shaking down 
potentially recalcitrant corporate officials, 
while periodically praising them for their 
progress in achieving workforce diversity. 

One of the more deceptively powerful 
immigration and affirmative-action pres-
sure groups is the Hispanic Association 
on Corporate Responsibility (HACR). 
The group makes it a point to "remind" 
major companies of their duty to hire 
appropriate (i.e., higher) percentages of 
Hispanics for board membership and 
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high-ranking executive positions. "His-
panics are underrepresented in the board-
rooms of Corporate America," HACR 
stated in a press release on the eve of its 
10th anniversary symposium dinner in 
June 2002. "Hispanics hold only 1.7 per-
cent of board seats and less than 1 per-
cent of all executive positions in Fortune 
1,000 companies." And who were the 
sponsors of this event? Here's a partial 
list: Verizon, Daimler-Chrysler, General 
Motors, IBM, Intel, Philip Morris, AOL 
Time Warner, Ford Motor Company, 
Allstate, Anheuser-Busch, Fannie Mae, 
Goldman Sachs, Bank of America, 
McDonald's and Coca-Cola. HACR 
Coalition member organizations putting 
the heat on these and other companies 
included the Congressional Hispanic 
Caucus, LULAC, the National Hispanic 
Employee Association, the National 
Council of La Raza, and the Hispanic 
Association of Colleges and Universities. 

The timid response by corporate 
executives, ever ready to forge "partner-
ships" with such organizations, is both 
predictable and dismaying. It has become 
virtually a ritual for CEOs to proclaim 
their respective company's "excellent 
record on diversity," while solemnly 
announcing zero tolerance for those in 
their ranks refusing to do their part to 
promote it. Far from resisting the ethnic 
activists, major employers have been 
accommodating to a fault. McDonald's, 
for example, wears its accolades from 
MALDEF and other ethnic radicals on 
its sleeve. In 2003, after Fortune maga-
zine had ranked it as "the top company 
to work for in the U.S." in its annual 
evaluation survey of corporate sensi-
tivity to ethnic-group aspirations, the 
company's response revealed how easily 
flattery works. "We strive to develop and 
maintain a diverse workforce that will 
strengthen the McDonald's system," said 
(Cuban-born) Ralph Alvarez, executive 
vice president and chief operations offi-
cer for McDonald's USA. "We are proud 
of our longstanding commitment to our 
employees, our suppliers and the ideal 

of reflecting the diverse communities 
we serve."49 Toyota sponsors a Hispanic 
Scholarship Fund for graduating seniors 
through its Puerto Rican subsidiary. And 
AT&T, Freddie Mac, Gateway, Verizon 
and Coca-Cola in 2004 each served as 
sponsors of the Hispanic Associations of 
Colleges and Universities' Capitol Forum 
and Summit on Diversity.

What if corporations don't fulfill 
their implied quota? And what if they 
wish to acquire a stake in a Mexican 
company? Either way, they can score 
points by contributing to their potential 
accusers' coffers. The list of MALDEF 
donors in particular bears watching. The 
foundation's 2003-04 annual report lists 
Anheuser-Busch as having given at least 
$100,000, making it the only corporation 
(plus roughly a dozen foundations and 
associations) to occupy this rarified level. 
It shouldn't be too shocking therefore that 
Vilma Martinez, MALDEF President dur-
ing 1973-82, has sat on Anheuser-Busch's 
board of directors continuously since or 
that Anheuser-Busch Vice President for 
Sales Development Jesus Rangel is listed 
as a member of the MALDEF board of 
directors.50 Nor should it be surprising 
that the company owns a 50% stake in 
Grupo Modelo, the Mexico City-based 
brewer of Corona beer.51 In the $50,000-
$99,999 donors' club are AT&T, Bank of 
America, General Motors and SBC Com-
munications, each a proponent of "work-
place diversity." 

Another, more painful alternative is the 
lawsuit. A targeted company would be 
wise to settle early, as the retail clothing 
chain, Abercrombie & Fitch, recently 
found out. In June 2003 MALDEF, 
the NAACP Legal Defense and Educa-
tional Fund, the Asian Pacific American 
Legal Center, and the law firm of Lieff, 
Cabraser, Heimann & Bernstein52 filed 
suit in federal court in San Francisco on 
behalf of nine young "students of color" 
who allegedly had been refused sales jobs, 
or terminated from them, on the basis 
of race or ethnicity. The case originated 
with a single plaintiff in 1999, but had 

grown to epic proportions once civil-
rights activists and their legal beagles 
scented a gold mine. Joining in the suit 
were the Equal Employment Oppor-
tunity Commission, the law firm of 
Minami, Lew & Tamaki LLP, and a team 
of East Coast firms led by Kohn, Swift 
& Graf in Philadelphia. In November 
2004 Abercrombie & Fitch capitulated, 
agreeing out of court to pay $40 million 
to Latino, African-American, Asian-
American and female applicants who had 
charged the company with discrimina-
tion. The settlement, approved by U.S. 
District Judge Susan Illston, also required 
the company to institute "benchmark" 
goals for minority hiring, hire 25 recruit-
ers to seek out such employees, and insti-
tute corporate diversity training. "This 
agreement promises to transform this 
company, whose distinctiveness will no 
longer stem from an all-white image and 
workforce," boasted MALDEF Vice Pres-
ident of Litigation Thomas A. Saenz.53

The point of all this, of course, is 
to send a message to all of corporate 
America: "You could be next." The com-
mingling of ethnic nonprofit groups 
and corporations will continue so long 
as the latter sees surrender with a smil-
ing face as less costly than fighting. The 
corporate-ethnic "partnership" is based 
on intimidation. This intimidation, 
ironically, is at cross-purposes with the 
business community's search for low-
wage employees. The growing share of 
the labor force of foreign-born Hispan-
ics and other nonwhite minorities may 
seem to be a source of "cheap" labor. 
Yet that labor can get mighty expensive 
when companies are faced with lawsuits, 
boycotts, or both, at the hands of ethnic 
tormentors. Remember, the mere threat 
of a boycott by Jesse Jackson brought 
Toyota to a 10-year, $7.8 billion affir-
mative-action settlement (a surrender 
that company officials spun as a "com-
prehensive rededication to diversity and 
inclusion"). Likewise, MALDEF, whose 
operating style derives in large measure 
from Jackson, knows that bad publicity 
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can bring results against a corporate tar-
get. In mass-immigration politics, where 
every grievance is trumped up as a "civil-
rights" issue, surrender is the name of the 
game. Corporations see it as just another 
cost of doing business. Unfortunately, 
they are unwilling to confront the reality 
that the cost keeps getting higher. 

Relationship #3: Unions and 
Ethnic Activists

Union leaders have become close 
partners with ethnic activists, willfully 
oblivious to the latter's goal of balkanizing 
America into ethnic principalities, with 
Mexicans taking the lead. There is no sur-
prise in this, and for three reasons. First, 
MALDEF and similar pressure groups 
keep the flow of immigrants at high levels, 
with the promise of more to come. That 
means more potential union members and 
dues collections. Second, labor and ethnic 
activists, each proponents of a hard-Left 
egalitarian worldview, view Third World 
immigrants as victims, useful raw mate-
rial in a coalition of "people of color" 
pressing overdue claims against American 
society. Finally, despite overtures made 
by the GOP to key labor and civil-rights 
leaders, unions and racial-ethnic activ-
ists remain the muscle of the Democratic 
Party.54 Given the party's leftward shift for 
well over 30 years, unions have had little 
choice but to move left as well. 

They know how to put together ral-
lies and campaigns. In August 2003, the 
AFL-CIO issued a statement, "In Sup-
port of Immigration Reform." Among 
dozens of signers were the Teamsters, the 
Operating Engineers and other unions, 
plus a farrago of national and local non-
profit activist groups such as MALDEF, 
the Mexico Solidarity Network, the 
Hispanic Farmers Association of El Paso, 
the Tennessee Immigrant Rights Coali-
tion and the National Lawyers Guild's 
National Immigration Project. The 
statement supported "a fair and realistic 
process to provide an adjustment of status 
for undocumented workers" and opposed 

"the expansion of existing temporary 
non-immigrant worker programs or the 
creation of any such new programs at this 
time." That's as clear an endorsement 
of amnesty as anyone could have made 
without using the dreaded "a" word. 

The labor-ethnic alliance produces 
more than press releases and manifestos. 
They march and fight together, especially 
when May Day rolls around. On May 1, 
2001, for example, a 700-person-strong 
march in Boston brought out John 
Sweeney along with the Massachusetts 
chapter of the AFL-CIO. Sweeney left 
no doubt as to where he and his federa-
tion stood. "Undocumented workers 
should not live in fear," he said. "We are 
united. The only thing that is just is a 
general amnesty."55 In Los Angeles that 
day about 1,500 marchers demonstrated 
down Wilshire Boulevard to demand 
amnesty for "undocumented" workers. 
Organized by the Multi-Ethnic Immi-
grant Workers Organizing Network, the 
rally had a union presence. "The major-
ity of janitors have to work in the dark-
ness of their undocumented status," said 
Mike Garcia of the Service Employees 
union. "We will lead the nation in the 
fight for legalization."56 Similar rallies 
that day took place in New York City, 
Chicago, San Diego and other cities. 

Such events, needless to say, barely 
have scratched the surface. In October 
2003 Sweeney welcomed illegal aliens 
and their political hired guns to a pro-
amnesty "freedom ride" in New York, 
with a bus convoy converging upon 
Liberty State Park across the river in 
New Jersey. The Massachusetts chapter 
of a labor-backed group, Jobs with Jus-
tice, has been trying to persuade that 
state's legislature to pass a bill enabling 
illegal immigrant college students to 
pay in-state tuition; nine states already 
have laws allowing this. The AFL-
CIO's Farm Labor Organizing Com-
mittee opposes guest-worker programs 
because they tie workers to a single 
employer on less than favorable terms. 
Sweeney and other AFL-CIO top brass 

are committed to full and uncondi-
tional amnesty.57 

The reality is that wherever ethnic radi-
cals can be found supporting mass immi-
gration and amnesty, union officials can 
be found fighting with them. An ad hoc 
Hispanic activist group, the National Alli-
ance for Human Rights, has been organiz-
ing a March on Washington to pressure 
the Senate to pass amnesty legislation and 
overturn legislation passed by a 239–182 
margin in the House of Representatives. 
The measure is called the Border Protec-
tion, Antiterrorism and Illegal Immigra-
tion Act of 2005 (H.R. 4437). Sponsored 
by House Judiciary Committee Chair-
man James Sensenbrenner, R-Wisc., and 
Rep. Peter King, R-N.Y., the measure, 
among other things, would subject illegal 
immigrants here to criminal penalties and 
set aside funds to construct 700 miles of 
high-security fencing along the 2,000-
mile U.S.-Mexico border. The bill, sig-
nificantly, did not include a guest worker 
provision. 

More than 500 mass-immigration advo-
cates met in Riverside, California to map 
out a strategy against the bill. The group's 
spokesman, Armando Navarro, profes-
sor of ethnic studies at the University of 
California at Riverside, promised "mas-
sive mobilization, activism and political 
participation to countervail the heinous, 
racist and nativist crusade" of those who 
support the bill.58 In addition, the for-
eign ministers from 11 Latin American 
countries met in Cartagena, Colombia 
in February, agreeing to lobby the Senate 
to reject the bill—so much for respect 
for U.S. sovereignty. Some radical ethnic 
activists seem to smell blood—literally. 
Here are the words of one Jose Angel 
Gutierrez, a professor at the University of 
Texas, Arlington, and founder of the La 
Raza Unida political party: "We have an 
aging white America . . . They are dying . . 
. We have got to eliminate the gringo, and 
what I mean by that is if the worst comes 
to the worst, we have got to kill him."59 

Organized labor seemed more than 
ready to help such activists, as the Sen-
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ate took up the pending legislation. On 
March 25, Mexican ethnic provocateurs, 
egged on by local Spanish-language DJs, 
held a 500,000-strong rally in downtown 
Los Angeles to intimidate lawmakers 
into passing amnesty legislation. Provid-
ing "security" for the L.A. rally was none 
other than SEIU Local 1877, which rep-
resents janitors. The Service Employees 
local, noted the Los Angeles Times, also 
coordinated the movement of more than 
100 buses originating from throughout 
California and other southwestern sites."60 
Also organizing the rally were such immi-
gration-advocacy groups as the Central 

American Resource Center, the Coali-
tion for Humane Immigrant Rights of 
Los Angeles, and the Pomona Day Labor 
Center. Radical Hispanic activists also 
held major rallies that month in Chicago, 
Miami, San Diego and other cities.

The pressure, at least for now, culmi-
nated on Monday, April 10, with dozens 
of rallies across the nation. A combined 
million or more persons took to the 
streets in Los Angeles, Dallas, Phoenix, 
Washington, D.C., Atlanta, San Fran-
cisco, and smaller communities with 
visible migrant populations such as Gar-
den City, Kan. and Lake Worth, Fla., to 

register their disapproval over any possi-
bility of deportation. Marchers in Wash-
ington, for example, swept onto the 
National Mall by the tens of thousands, 
waving American flags and chanting, in 
Spanish, "Here we are, and we're not 
leaving." As of this writing (mid April), 
radical activists are planning boycotts 
and strikes for May.

The Service Employees played a central 
role in organizing the rallies, including the 
one in Washington. "I think part of the 
message that is being sent to members of 
Congress and both political parties is that 
people are organized and they're paying 
attention," said SEIU spokeswoman Avril 
Smith.61 Likewise, Amelia Frank-Vitale, 
a protest organizer with UNITE-HERE, 
remarked: "I do believe the last series 
of events really changed the discourse 
in Washington from being solely about 
enforcement to issues of humanity. Today, 
most legislators are back in their home 
towns. These marches speak to them. 
We're not going away."62 

Organized labor officials know more 
immigrants mean more political clout 
and dues collections, even if in the long 
run the country is made worse off. The 
AFL-CIO wrote all members of Congress 
urging them to vote against H.R. 4437, 
arguing it will harm the native-born as 
well as immigrant workers. Likewise, the 
SEIU and other Change to Win unions 
have worked closely with the Congres-
sional Hispanic Caucus, the National 
Council of La Raza, and People for the 
American Way toward this end. There 
is no mystery in this. A grant of Lawful 
Permanent Resident status to as many 
illegal aliens as possible would more dues 
collections and benefit-plan contribu-
tions. Moreover, should these immigrants 
graduate from LPR to full-fledged U.S. 
citizen status, they would be eligible to 
vote. Evidence overwhelmingly indicates 
that the foreign-born, especially Hispan-
ics, vote Democratic63—the party, in 
other words, of organized labor. 

Organized labor, in short, isn't bash-
ful about promoting mass immigration 
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as being in the welfare of the nation. It's 
unfortunate that the nation in question 
happens to be Mexico.

AMNESTY WITHOUT END
Amnesty is the culmination of the 

immigration-without-consequences 
mentality, for it operates with barely any 
pretense of delineating between legality 
and illegality. As such, "amnesty" is a very 
unpopular word with the American peo-
ple right now.64 The Bush administration, 
for one, claims to oppose amnesty. Yet its 
guest-worker plan lacks effective enforce-
ment mechanisms to ensure recipients of 
renewable "temporary" three-year visas 
return home. The Government Account-
ability Office recently projected that the 
enforcing agency, U.S. Citizenship and 
Immigration Services, would not have a 
fraud-management system in place until 
2011.65 All of this adds up to an amnesty, 
if not in name then in fact. It is also a 
good reason why in the more than two 
years since its introduction the Bush plan 
has gotten little support in Congress.

It is a leap of faith to believe that 
untold numbers of guest workers qualify-
ing for residence here will decide to go 
home once their time limit is up. Cer-
tainly, as University of California, Davis 
economist Philip Martin argues persua-
sively, such had not been the case with 
our experiences under the old Bracero 
farm worker program nor has it been the 
case with the current H-2A farm worker 
visa, which resembles a guest worker pro-
gram by allowing U.S. farmers anticipat-
ing labor shortages to recruit temporary 
foreign workers.66 

The H-2A visa, a product of the 1986 
IRCA legislation, like its immediate H-2 
predecessor, actually was well-designed. 
But the legal and political pressures to 
transform it into a de facto amnesty 
program caused many well-meaning 
participating growers to throw in the 
towel. Radical nonprofit legal groups 
funded by the federally-chartered Legal 
Services Corporation for years have seen 

to that. The program was heavily used by 
farmers, especially in Eastern states, with 
labor-intensive crop harvests. Tightly 
regulated by the Labor Department in 
terms of wages, working conditions, 
and visa deadlines, the program sought 
to ensure that workers would promptly 
return home after the work was done. 
The hitch was that LSC-funded lawyers, 
plus unions and Hispanic activists, eager 
to use guest workers as political can-
non fodder, opposed the program tooth 
and nail. As they saw it, once migrant 
workers arrive here, they deserve to stay 
permanently. These radical "anti-pov-
erty" activists looked under every rock to 
find technicalities to render the program 
inoperative, and had no qualms about 
blitzing growers with nuisance lawsuits.

Rael Jean Isaac, in a book published 
by the National Legal and Policy Center, 
Harvest of Injustice,67 provides numer-
ous cases of Legal Services lawyers, often 
working in tandem with unions and 
ethnic organizations, filing frivolous 
complaints against honest small- and 
medium-sized growers, imposing on 
them potentially crippling legal bills. 
Making things worse was that large 
growers tended to side with their tor-
mentors, seeing an opportunity to drive 
their competitors out of business. One 
exasperated West Virginia apple grower 
asked: "Is it justice for us to lose every-
thing we have over issues Legal Services 
has found to use to litigate?"68 The result 
of LSC's nuisance-litigation strategy has 
been a permanent, and illegal, presence 
in the U.S. by a great many "temporary" 
farm workers—all the better to grant 
them amnesty later on. 

 The experiences of European coun-
tries, Germany in particular, ought to 
serve as a warning of the difficulty in 
averting unintended consequences of 
a guest worker program. Most of the 
migrants from other countries who 
worked in (West) Germany's post-
World War II Gastarbeiter program did 
not return home. If anything, family 
members came to join them. That is 

why despite the government's termina-
tion of the program in 1973, Germany 
experienced an 82% hike in the number 
of its foreign-born residents between 
that year and 1999.69 And the foreign-
born, particularly the Turks, have not 
assimilated.70 Many live in physical and 
linguistic enclaves; even many of their 
children (and grandchildren) do not 
speak German. The unemployment rate 
among Berlin's Turkish population has 
been estimated as high as 35%. Crime 
rates for the second- and third-genera-
tion offspring are far higher than for 
ethnic German youths. More ominously 
still, Turkish youth in Berlin have grown 
receptive to Islamic fundamentalism, 
seemingly more so than their compatri-
ots back in Istanbul or Ankara. Carried 
to its extreme, this growing separatism 
might lead to something similar to the 
two-week orgy of arson and looting that 
befell France in the fall of 2005; many of 
the rioters were the sons and grandsons 
of 60s-era guest workers from Islamic 
Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia. 

Even assuming assimilation is easier 
here than in Europe, it is a salient feature 
of mass immigration, and amnesty in 
particular, that each wave begets another. 
There is no one "final" amnesty, merely a 
period of respite before the next one. Har-
vard political scientist Samuel Huntington 
for this reason terms immigration a "self-
enhancing" process. He elaborates:71 

(S)ustained high levels of immigration build on 
themselves. Immigration reinforces immigra-
tion. Once one group has come, it's easier for 
the next group, and then for subsequent groups. 
Immigration is not a self-limiting process, it's 
a self-enhancing process. Also, particularly in 
this country, the longer immigration continues 
the more difficult politically it is to stop it. 
Immigrants themselves . . . are not necessarily 
overwhelmingly in favor of more immigrants 
coming in . . . but by and large, they tend to 
favor it. Certainly the leaders of immigrant 
organizations and interest groups do. They 
have a vested interest in expanding their own 
constituency. And hence, as immigration con-
tinues to enjoy political support, organizational 
support for it also mounts and it becomes more 
and more difficult to limit or reshape it. 
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Reversal, in the context of contempo-
rary American politics, is especially dif-
ficult. Numbers USA's Roy Beck observed 
a decade ago: "Those few groups that 
stand to lose money, power, or prestige 
with a cut in immigration wield tremen-
dous power on Capitol Hill . . . The 
majority of members of Congress previ-
ously earned their living in self-employed 
occupations or as executives; they think 
like employers who love a labor surplus 
instead of like most Americans who 
depend on paychecks and benefit from 
tight labor markets."72 These words ring 
true today, despite the urgency for reform 
created by the 9/11 terrorist attacks. 

Labor unions have become a prime 
example of an interest bloc that stands to 
lose money, power and prestige if immi-
gration were curbed to pre-1965 levels. 
At the same time their leaders should be 
considered apart from individual mem-
bers. In a 2001 nationwide Zogby poll 
taken not long before the attacks, 60% of 
union households thought amnesty to be 
either a "bad" or "very bad" idea.73 This 
mirrors a very recent Time magazine poll 
showing that 63% of respondents from 
all walks of life considered illegal immi-
gration a "very serious" or "extremely 
serious" problem.74 

Even assuming they are not clueless, 
labor leaders simply cannot be counted 
upon to respond favorably to criticism on 
this issue. They have too much to gain as 
participants in a political triumvirate with 
ethnic multiculturalists (sharply Left-lean-
ing) and businessmen (slightly Right-
leaning). And like multiculturalists and 
employers, they are adept at getting their 
opponents to capitulate, as the SEIU's Jus-
tice for Janitors campaign and MALDEF's 
pay-us-now-or-you'll-see-us-in-court-later 
fundraising style have made clear. 

Labor officials see immigrants as 
crucial to institution-building. "We're 
always looking for opportunities for 
people to join unions. That's our 
number-one reason for working with 
immigrants," noted AFL-CIO spokes-
woman Kathy Roeder a few years ago.75 

Jim Gleason, a Colorado-based United 
Brotherhood of Carpenters chieftain, 
defends his union's outreach program to 
illegal immigrants this way: "If you want 
to grow, you have to represent the people 
who are doing the work." In his state, 
the UBC's share of construction jobs 
has plunged from about 70% to 10% 
over the past three decades. About 15 
years ago roofer James Hadel videotaped 
Hispanic immigrants at Kansas City-
area construction sites with the intent 
of getting the illegal ones among them 
deported; today, as a vice president of the 
United Union of Roofers, Waterproofers 
and Allied Workers, he's trying to orga-
nize as many as possible.77 

This strategy may make sense in the 
short run for unions, but in the long run 
it is deeply counterproductive. By encour-
aging perpetual, or "rolling" amnesty as 
an organizing strategy, unions will find 
their collective-bargaining clout substan-
tially diminished even as their numbers 
rise—unless, of course, they would prefer 
to see employers go bankrupt or (as in the 
case of the public sector) taxpayers leave 
for another jurisdiction. Ninety percent of 
all future job openings in the fastest-grow-
ing sectors of our economy, estimates the 
U.S. Department of Labor, will require 
some form of post-secondary training 
or education.78 Exactly how do unions 
expect to retool themselves as a mighty 
voice in the New Economy by focusing 
their organizing on millions, potentially 
tens of millions, of unskilled, poorly-
educated immigrants from Mexico and 
other Third World countries, possessed of 
limited English-language proficiency and 
increasing virulence of Mexican (or other 
anti-American) nationalism? It's a losing 
proposition. What has changed, in other 
words, are not organized labor's interests, 
but the ability and willingness of its leaders 
to recognize them. 

On the issue of immigration, union 
officials have become virtually unaccount-
able to the public or even to their own 
members. They cannot seem to fathom 
that organized labor's now-abandoned 

position on immigration was rooted in 
common sense, if from a self-interested 
standpoint. Unions back then were not 
motivated by "bigotry" or "xenophobia," 
but by an understanding that restriction 
was good for their members. It is a legacy 
to which today's union leaders must return. 
Unions answer to the working men and 
women of this country. And nothing could 
be more contrary to the interests of work-
ing Americans than the erosion of living 
standards, rule of law and sovereignty that 
is mass-immigration's baneful bequest. 
Unfortunately, such a view isn't likely to be 
voiced at any AFL-CIO or Change to Win 
convention in the near future. ■

Carl F. Horowitz is the director of the 
Organized Labor Accountability Project 
of the National Legal and Policy Center, 
a Falls Church, Va.-based nonprofit group 
dedicated to promoting ethics and account-
ability in American public life. 
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