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What’s the Problem?

The typical American worker’s wages 
have stagnated for a half-century 
and are currently falling.

The American immigration 
system has disproportionately 

added workers to the labor 
market’s low-wage segments, 

thus increasing supply faster 
than demand and benefiting 

employers, high-wage workers, 
and consumers at the expense 

of low-wage workers.

A skills-based immigration system is 
possible only if the United States can 
enforce its immigration laws effectively 
and restrict access to its labor market to 
those who are legally authorized to work.

Where do Raises Come From?

Economists and business leaders know that immi-
gration into a tight labor market reduces the pres-
sure to raise wages. That’s why they’ve been clam-
oring for policymakers to allow just that in response 
to recent inflation and purported “labor shortages.” 
Especially for low- and moderate-income workers 
whose wages have stagnated for decades, a tighter 
labor market with fewer available workers is crucial 
to ensuring the raises they deserve.

America needs a skills-based immigration policy 
that welcomes highly skilled workers while tightly 
controlling entry into struggling segments of the 
labor market. Achieving that requires serious im-
migration enforcement that prevents people from 
working illegally. Such enforcement will need to 
deal prospectively with the future flow of immi-
grants as well as grapple with the millions of illegal 
workers already here.

What’s the Solution? 

Policymakers should focus on enforcing immigration law 
in the labor market, which offers the most straightforward 
opportunity to deter illegal immigration and protect 
American workers from many of its costs. Congress should:

• Mandate the use of E-Verify by all employers and 
establish catastrophic and criminal penalties for 
repeated or willful violations.

• Create short-term work permits available to illegal 
immigrants who have already been in the country for a 
significant period of time, establishing the timeframe 
within which they must leave, proportionate to the 
length of time they have been present.

• Allow, only once enforcement has proved successful, 
those who have resided in the country longest to obtain 
permanent legal status after paying a substantial fine.

The U.S. should give employers the tools to ensure 
that they hire lawfully, and punish them harshly if 
they choose instead to exploit foreign labor illegally 
for profit. The E-Verify system already validates the 
legal status of American workers. What’s lacking is the 
political will to ensure its consistent use.

For immigrants already in the country illegally, policy-
makers must neither send sudden shocks through the 
labor market and millions of lives nor signal lacklus-
ter commitment to enforcing the law. Those who have 
only just arrived, migrate frequently across the border, 
or have a criminal record would be barred from the 
labor market immediately. Short-term work permits 
would be available for others, proportionate to how 
long they have resided here. Those the U.S. has allowed 
to settle in the country over five years or more would be 
granted a five-year work permit that could lead to per-
manent legal status after payment of a substantial fine, 
on the condition that the nation has demonstrated firm 
control over its borders and its labor market.

Finding a Firmer Footing



Key Facts

“E-Verify imposes an onerous burden 
on employers.”
Employers are already required to verify the legal status of all 
employees and virtually all use digital HR systems into which they 
enter the relevant information. The added step of validating that 
information against government records would be barely perceptible 
and is a common-sense improvement to the integrity of the process.

“Without a ready supply of low-wage labor, 
prices will rise.”
Providing goods and services legally is often more expensive than 
doing so illegally; that is hardly an excuse for lawlessness. A tighter 
labor market for low-wage workers would bring them badly needed 
gains after decades of falling behind and they would see their own 
wages rise faster than overall prices. If higher-wage workers find their 
paychecks don’t go quite as far, or corporate profits fall, that is the 
market working.

“Immigrant workers benefit from access 
to our labor market.”
Legal immigration can offer many benefits, to both immigrants 
and their new communities. But every nation has a right and 
responsibility to establish laws controlling entry and to enforce those 
laws firmly. In a democratic republic, lawmakers are accountable to 
their constituents, which makes the interest of the existing American 
population the relevant one in deciding what those laws should be.
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