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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Relative to the US as a whole, Minnesota has a small, but rapidly growing population 

of immigrants.  The foreign-born population comprises 7% of the entire population 

in Minnesota, compared to 13% nationwide, and includes both documented and 

undocumented individuals, with a wide range of ages, backgrounds, educational and 

skill levels.  In the present report we summarize information on the estimated fiscal 

costs and contributions of immigrants in Minnesota.  Our general conclusion is that 

they constitute an important resource to the nation and to the state, as a result of 

their entrepreneurial  activity, consumer spending, tax payments, participation in 

the labor force and their less tangible, but no less important contributions to the 

social and cultural diversity of Minnesota.  A few key facts about the economic 

contributions:  

 

 The US Council ÏÆ %ÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ !ÄÖÉÓÅÒÓ ÅÓÔÉÍÁÔÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙȭÓ ÎÅÔ ÇÁÉÎ ÆÒÏÍ 
immigration is $37 billion per year. 

 Immigrant-owned businesses generated $331 million dollars in net income to the 
Minnesota in 2000. 

 Hispanic-owned firms in the state have grown 350% since 1990. 
 Foreign-born workers account for the majority of growth in the labor force in 

Minnesota. 
 Nationally immigrants represent 25% of physicians and 40% of engineers holding 

doctoral degrees. 
 The U.S. Labor Department reports that the nation has an immediate shortage of 

126,000 nurses, yet the average wait for a nurse to get a Ȱgreen cardȱ is six years. 
 Rural Minnesota alone faces a predicted shortage of 8,000 RNs in the next decade. 

 

Immigration stimulates job creation.  As industries expand and hire new workers, 

jobs are created to maintain this larger work force and to supply its needs for goods 

and services.  Without new, young workers, certain sectors of the economy will 

continue to contract; by one estimate, if immigrants were removed from the labor 

force, Minnesota would lose over 24,000 permanent jobs and $1.2 billion in 

personal income.  

 

Comprehensive federal immigration reform is essential for the state to continue to 

realize the fiscal benefits of immigration.  Such reform must include increases in 

visas to match the demand for labor, and a path to legalization.  There is also a 

critical need for local efforts that insure the full social and economic integration of 

immigrants.  Primary among these are state-sponsored efforts to improve high 

school graduation rates for immigrant youth, and employer-sponsored programs 

that insure opportunities for job training and advancement. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Definitions  

How many immigrants are there in Minnesota?  

Although it may seem obvious, there are widely 

discrepant estimates because of disagreements over 

whatɂor whoɂis an immigrant.  The most prevalent 

definition comes from the census question on place of 

birth.  Some media accounts and reports by ethnic 

associations also include the US-born children of 

immigrants to describe the size of the Hispanic or 

Somali populations, for example.  In this instance, 

ancestry and ethnicity become confounded with 

nativity.  To further complicate matters, the 

Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) uses the 

term ȬÉÍÍÉÇÒÁÎÔȭ ÉÎ Á ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÍÁÎÎÅÒɂto refer to 

anyone who has been issued a permanent resident 

visa (green card).  By this definition, temporary 

workers, undocumented individuals and others 

without permanent visas are not counted. 

In the present report, we employ the census definition 

of immigrants according to place of birth.ii  By that 

measure there were 334,000 foreign-born 

Minnesotans in 2007, representing 6.5% of the 

population.  However, even in the census, unknown 

numbers of some groups are undercountedɂ

particularly members of ethnic minorities and foreign-

born residents who are in the country without 

authorization.  Estimates of the latter are based upon 

extremely rough calculations of the number of foreign-

born residents in the US, less the number of visas 

issued by ICE, and the percentage of foreign-born in 

each state.  These calculations have been the basis for 

estimates that there may be 60,000ɀ80,000 

undocumented residents in Minnesota.  Some have 

                                                        
ii This report uses the terms ñimmigrantò and ñforeign-bornò interchangeably. 

 
There were 334,000 
foreign-born Minnesotans 
in 2007, representing 
6.5% of the population. 
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over-stayed legal visas, and others have entered the 

country without visas. 

ñ7ÈÙ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÇÅÔ ÉÎ ÌÉÎÅȩò 

"ÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÓÏ ÍÕÃÈ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÂÁÔÅ ÏÖÅÒ ȬÃÏÓÔÓȭ ÒÅÆÅÒÓ ÔÏ 

undocumented immigrants, it is relevant to address 

the question of why the United States has such a large 

number of undocumented immigrantsɂan estimated 

eleven or twelve million.  With the signing of the 

North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) the 

United States lifted restrictions on the trans-national 

flow of goods and capital, but left in place restrictions 

on the flow of labor.  -ÅØÉÃÏ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙȭÓ ÓÅÃÏÎÄ 

largest trading partner (after Canada).  The value of 

US goods exported to Mexico in January, 2009 was 

$9.8 billion.1  As business and exports have expanded 

in the US, they have led to a dramatic increase in the 

demand for workers that cannot be met by an aging 

American work force.  Some industries have employed 

advertising and direct or indirect recruitment of 

workers in Mexico and Central America; however, 

without legal means of securing visas to cross the US-

Mexico border, or to gain permission to work once 

here, a majority of those who responded have became 

part of a large and increasing pool of undocumented 

workers.  Ironically, the most difficult visas to obtain 

are those for jobs that are projected to increase the 

most in the next few years. 

 

The Bureau of Labor Statistics estimates that by 2016, 

30% of all occupations will require only on-the-job 

training .2  Key industries that are already 

experiencing a major influx of immigrant workersɂ

such as hotels and motels, restaurants, agriculture, 

construction, light manufacturing, healthcare, and 

retailingɂare also experiencing structural labor 

shortages.3  The shortages are exacerbated by 

increases in the educational levels of native-born 

 
Ironically, the most 
difficult visas to obtain are 
those for jobs that are 
projected to increase the 
most. 
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adults, making them less inclined to accept low skilled 

jobs. 

 

In spite of the demand, less than 1% of all of the 

employment-based permanent resident visas issued 

by the US go to low-skilled workers.  There is a 

similar shortage of visas for temporary workers. 

 

Although a higher percentage of employment visas 

are extended to high-skilled workers, business 

leaders at national and state levels complain that the 

allocation falls far short of the need.  However, high-

skilled individuals are less likely to enter the US 

without authorization because they have employment 

options in other countries. 

 

In sum, the large number of unauthorized workers in 

the United States can be attribut ed to the failure of 

the federal government to issue visas to match the 

increased demand for workers.  To respond to the 

rhetorical question above, there is no line to get into, 

and if there were, it would be an inordinately long 

queue, since almost all unauthorized immigrants 

(98%) would prefer to live and work in the US with 

legal status.4 

 

 

 

 

The large number of 
unauthorized workers in 
the United States is 
attributable to the failure 
of the federal government 
to issue visas to match 
the increased demand for 
workers. 
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MINNESOTA DEMOGRAPHICS 

An aging population  

 

The national demographic trends of an aging populace 

and a strong economy are pronounced in Minnesota.  

The state has a disproportionate share of baby 

boomersiii  due to the out-migration of young native-

born workers and the in-migration of cohorts of 

retirees.  In a National Academy of Sciences article, 

Rogerson and Kim call this phenomenon ñthe 

emptying of the American bread basket of its 

breadwinners.ò5 

 

As they retire, aging boomers cease paying income 

taxes at precisely the time when they require 

additional social and health services.  Demographers 

describe this change as an increase in the dependency 

ratio , i.e., the number of very young (under age 15) or 

very old (65 and older) individuals relative to the size 

of the working age population (ages 15ɀ64) that 

supports them.  Figure 1 illustrates a rising ratio of 

seniors to working age residents in Minnesota and the 

US.  Nationally, Medicare will have about a third more 

beneficiaries by 2018,6 and in Minnesota there will be 

more retirees than children in elementary school by 

2020.  Both of these groups impose higher costs, on 

average, than the working-age population.  Not 

coincidentally, the state Department of Employment 

and Economic Development (DEED) projects that nine 

of the top 20 fastest-growing occupations in 

Minnesota between 2006 and 2015 will be in health 

and social services.7 

 

These changes have important economic 

consequences for the state and the nation as older 

adults retire and try to sell their homes in a weak 

housing market.  Nationally, Social Security is growing 

                                                        
iii  Individuals born between 1946 and 1964 

ñThe emptying of the 
American bread basket of 
its breadwinners has left 
the Midwest with a 
disproportionate share of 
its population in older age 
groups.ò 
 
Rogerson and Kim 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In Minnesota there will be 
more retirees than 
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increasingly vulnerable to what has been called a 

ñsilver tsunami.ò8 

 

 
 

 

Labor force trendsɂcontinued demand for young 

workers  

 

The Brookings InstitutionȭÓ Metropolitan Policy 

Program released a report which projected that, 

within the next decade, the Twin Cities region stands 

to lose more than 350,000 highly skilled workers to 

retirement.9  As a result, even occupations that are 

expected to decline in numbers over the next ten 

years will have replacement openings. 

 

Immigrant workers are concentrated in both high- 

and low-skilled jobs.  Nationally they represent 25% 

of physicians10 and 40% of engineers holding 

doctoral degrees.11  Rural Minnesota is plagued by an 

acute shortage of physicians:  such communities are 

home to 13% of Minnesota residents but only 5% of 

ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ medical doctors.12  Nationwide the US is 

suffering from a nationwide nursing shortage that 

25
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Source: Dowell Myers.,"Old Promises, New Blood," 2008.

Figure 1:  Ratio of Seniors (65+) per 100 Working 
Age (25-64)

Minnesota

U.S.

Within the next decade, 
the Twin Cities region 
stands to lose more than 
350,000 highly skilled 
workers to retirement. 
  

   
 
 

 
 
 

Immigrant workers are 
concentrated in both high- 
and low-skilled jobs.  
Nationally they represent 
25% of physicians and 
40% of engineers holding 
doctoral degrees. 
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cannot be filled with native-born workers alone.13  At 

the state level Minnesota faces a predicted shortage of 

8,000 RNs by 2020.14 

 

Many of Minnesotaȭs counties are seeing their 

populations decline  

 

The demographic trends described above are 

particularly pronounced in rural counties.  From 2000 

ÔÏ ςππφȟ ÁÌÍÏÓÔ ÈÁÌÆ ÏÆ -ÉÎÎÅÓÏÔÁȭÓ ψχ ÃÏÕÎÔÉÅÓ 

experienced net population declinesɂthe second 

highest percentage in the Midwest.15  This situation is 

not unique to Minnesota.  Nationally, Kandel and 

Parrado have estimated that, without Hispanic 

residents (including immigrants and US-born), over 

one hundred non-metro counties would have lost 

population between 1990 and 2000; nearly five 

hundred others had increases in Hispanics that were 

counteracted by larger decreases in the non-Hispanic 

population.  In Table 1 we compare population 

declines among states in the Midwest between 2000 

and 2006. 

 

Table 1:  Population Decline Across  

Midwestern Counties (2000 ɀ06)  

State Total 

counties 

Counties 

with 

population 

decline 

Percent of 

counties 

with 

population 

decline 

Illinois 102 66 64.7% 

Indiana 92 30 32.6% 

Iowa 99 64 64.6% 

Michigan 83 27 32.5% 

Minnesota 87 43 49.4% 

Missouri 115 36 31.3% 

Ohio 88 31 35.2% 

Wisconsin 72 14 19.4% 

Source: Rob Paral, 2009. 

Without Hispanic 
residents (including 
immigrants and US-born), 
over one hundred non-
metro counties would 
have lost population 
between 1990 and 2000. 
 
Kandel and Parrado 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 












































































