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Illegal Mexican migration to the U.S. appears to have increased substantially over the past fifteen years.

Most illegal Mexican aliens migrate

with the aim of obtaining better employment opportunities and higher
earnings in the U.S. than are available in Mexico.

The potential impacts

of this migration on various U.S. interests, however, are not agreed upon
by scholars in the field.

In fact, little empirical data on illegal

Mexican aliens in the U.S. have been collected, especially with regard to
the economic incentives for their migration.
This study is an attempt to obtain empirical data on illegal Mexican
aliens who are employed in the U.S.

The principle aim of this research is

to describe a random sample of illegal Mexican aliens surveyed at Hood
River, Oregon, where they were employed in agricultural harvest activities.
Specific attention is placed on the earnings differential for illegal
Mexican aliens in the U.S. and foregone earnings in Mexico as a measure
of the economic incentive for illegal migration.
The study finds that illegal Mexican aliens interviewed at Hood River
generally conform to the demographic profile described in previous studies.

but that the data on their earnings and expenditures are considerably
different.

Both wage earnings and living costs in the U.S. appear to

be considerably higher for most illegal Mexican aliens than indicated by
previous studies, and their differential between potential U.S. and
Mexican earnings is substantial.

Illegal Mexican aliens at Hood River

had gross earnings of approximately six-times their foregone Mexican
earnings by working in the U.S. for roughly the same period of time.
By accounting for expenses that the illegal aliens face in the U.S.,
this amount is reduced to four-times their foregone earnings.
The study concludes that considerable illegal Mexican migration will
likely continue in the near future and that further research on other
aspects of the phenomenon and in other geographic regions would be useful.
Several specific suggestions for future research are also outlined.
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THE ECONOMIC INCENTIVES FACING ILLEGAL MEXICAN ALIENS
IN THE U.S.:

A CASE STUDY AT HOOD RIVER, OREGON
CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Background to the Problem

"We are being overrun by illegal aliens. They are coming in
by the millions and without legislation and additional money
and manpower there is little we can do to halt the flood. We
are seeing just the beginning of the problem. Nearly 90 percent
of the illegals we apprehend come from Mexico" (quoted in
Stoddard, 1976b, p. 205).
With this blunt set of assertions. Immigration and Naturalization
Service (I.N.S.) Commissioner Leonard Chapman, Jr. expressed the growing
public concerns over the burgeoning number of illegal Mexican aliens
migrating—

into the United States.

Recent statistics on apprehended

illegal Mexican aliens explains the growing alarm: in 1965, the I.N.S.
Border Patrol and other law enforcement officials apprehended 55,349
illegal Mexican aliens, a little over half of all illegal aliens apprehended
in the U.S. that year.

In 1976, this number had increased to 781,000 il-

legal Mexican aliens, some 90 percent of total apprehensions for that year
(Fogel, 1978, p. 14).

Although changes in the I.N.S. budget and apprehension

procedures could account for some of this increase, most scholars concerned
with illegal migration argue that the increase in apprehensions is due
mainly to the increased number of illegal aliens entering the U.S.
The appearance of illegal Mexican aliens in the U.S. is not a new
phenomenon; the migration of Mexican nationals across the U.S.-Mexican
—
Illegal Mexican aliens are defined as Mexican nationals who are in the
United States without proper documentation. They are contrasted with those
holding "Green cards" (I.N.S. Form 1-151, a permanent alien resident documentation), or other legally sanctioned entry permits or visas issued by
the U.S. government (see Stoddard, 1976a, p. 160).

border pre-dates the historical creation of the present border.

The

first efforts to control the flow of Mexican aliens occurred in the
1920's as part of a more general concern of limiting all immigration
into the U.S. which followed World War I.

Throughout the past 50 years

a pattern can be discerned of allowing increased numbers of Mexican
nationals into the U.S. during periods of low unemployment and relative
labor scarcity--either by relaxed border surveillance or increased
immigration quotas--and of discouraging entry and even expelling Mexicans
during periods of high unemployment and economic slowdown.

Increased

Mexican migration due to a relaxed border policy occurred during the
economic expansions in the 1920's, 1940's, and 1960's and were
followed by large-scale deportations and border restrictions in the
2/
1930's, igsO's, and 1970's.—

This pattern changed significantly during

the last decade however as the number of illegal Mexican aliens both
attempting and supposedly successfully migrating into the U.S. continued
to rise despite a high U.S. domestic unemployment rate in the mid-1970's.
Although funding for the Border Patrol has been increased recently and
the number of illegal aliens apprehended has risen rapidly, the estimated
number of illegal Mexican aliens successfully entering and finding
employment in the U.S. has continued to rise steadily.
An increased public awareness of illegal Mexican migration can be
traced in part to the recent publicity given to some estimates of the number
of Mexican nationals working in or residing in the U.S.

The I.N.S. esti-

mated in 1975 that up to 12 million illegal aliens were residing in the
2/
—
The most well known segment of this cycle is the Bracero Program
(Public Law 78) which provided the American agricultural sector with a
supply of Mexican agricultural labor from 1942 until 1964. For a full
history of Mexican migration and an analysis of the Bracero program see
Craig (1971).

U.S., most of whom were Mexican, and that this number was increasing
rapidly each year (Briggs, 1978, p. 207).

Professional criticism of

these estimates forced the I.N.S. to re-estimate the number at 5.2 million
illegal Mexican aliens in mid-1975 (Fogel, 1978, p. 21). This estimate
3/
has also been criticized by several researchers— who make a more conservative estimate of 3 to 5 million as the true population of illegal
Mexican aliens residing in the U.S. during 1975 (Fogel, 1978; North and
Moustoun 1976a; and Cornelius, 1977, among others).

But whatever the

actual number of illegal Mexican aliens is, that actual apprehensions
of illegal Mexican aliens increased by fourteen times from 1965 to 1976
is ample evidence that the phenomenon of illegal migration from Mexico is
increasing rapidly.
A second area of considerable interest has been the causes of
illegal Mexican migration and includes demographic, political, and cultural
elements.

Explicitly or implicity, economic factors form the basis for

most explanations of this migration.

The difference in potential earnings

that exists between the two countries provides the necessary condition
for Mexican nationals to be willing to transport and supply their labor
services to the U.S. (often despite the risks of apprehension and exploitation) and for U.S. producers to make use of their services (often
allegedly, at lower costs).

Other factors which have been cited as in-

fluencing the increased migration include (1) the extremely rapid pace of

3/
—
The I.N.S. study assumed that five or six illegal aliens evade detection for every one apprehended and that only two percent of all unapprehended illegal aliens return to their native country each year. Fogel
(1978) and North and Houstoun (1976a) both assume that only two illegal
aliens evade detection for one apprehended and that a much higher percentage of illegal aliens are in the U.S. only temporarily and return
periodically to their native country.

population growth which has led to an increased mobility of the population, particularly in the rural areas, (2) the knowledge and communication networks that were established during the tenure of the Bracero
Program which established the precedent of using seasonal Mexican workers
in the U.S. labor market, and (3) a relative drop in the costs associated
with illegal migration due to more efficient smuggling of illegal aliens,
established employment patterns, and increased migration to areas farther
4/
from the border (where Border Patrol surveillance is less active).—
One of the areas of greatest attention with regard to illegal Mexican
migration concerns the consequences of this migration.

These consequences

include the economic exploitation of the illegal Mexican aliens by
employers, the formation of illicit alien smuggling operations, and the
perpetuation of a low economic status quo in Mexico, to mention only a
few.

The two issues that are most frequently addressed concern the

impact of migration on the U.S. domestic labor market and on social
service programs.

Several researchers claim that illegal Mexican migra-

tions has led to depressed wages and displaced domestic workers along
the border region—

and in other areas of high illegal alien concentra-

tions (Fogel, 1978; Marshall, 1976; Jenkins, 1978).

Other scholars re-

ject this claim and suggest that most illegal Mexican aliens work in
the secondary labor sector,—
4/
—

taking employment that domestic workers

These issues are all addressed in more depth in Chapter II.

—
The border region is loosely defined in most literature as the U.S.
states of California, Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas, especially the
southern portions of these states.
—
The secondary labor sector is a categorization of employment within the
Dual Market Theory of labor markets.
It is characterized by low-paying,
menial, and often temporary or seasonal employment that lias few promotion
possibilities and consequently a high turnover rate and frequent unemployment,
The secondary sector is contrasted with the more desirable employment characterized by the better-paying, steady, and preferred employment of the
primary sector (Doeringer and Piorc, 1975, pp. 70-77).

avoid.

This group concludes that few domestic workers are in fact dis-

placed by illegal Mexican aliens (Piore, 1976; Cornelius, 1979;
Villalpando, 1977).

With regard to the use of social services, con-

7/ (that found
flicting conclusions were reached by an I.N.S. study—
illegal Mexican aliens costing the U.S. government about $14 billion per
year for social services) and the Villalpando (1977) study (that concluded
that illegal Mexican aliens have far greater tax withholdings than the
cost of their social services).
With such conflicting conclusions as to the ramifications of the
illegal Mexican migration, it is not surprising that policy recommendations on the subject would be diverse.

Most persons concerned with-

illegal Mexican migration to the U.S. address the issue of prescriptive
policy choices either directly through specific recommendations to curb
or regulate the migration process or indirectly through suggestions on
the implications of various policy choices made elsewhere.
themes are found throughout this literature.

Two polar

These are, (1) the social

costs of illegal migration exceed the benefits of the migration and thus
public policy should attempt to curtail the flow of illegal Mexican
migrants, and (2) the flow of illegal aliens is important to both the
U.S. and Mexican economies, with social benefits at the international,
national, and regional levels exceeding the social costs and therefore
policies should legitimize the flow of Mexican workers into the U.S.
evaluation of these policy options is, of course, strongly influenced
by the interpretation of the characteristics and effects of current
Mexican migration.

II
—

Reported in Cornelius (1977, p. 13)

The

Problem Statement

Implicit in all of the above mentioned issues are a number of
assumptions as to the causes and consequences, both positive and negative, of illegal Mexican migration to the U.S.

The empirical evidence

collected to date is inconclusive both as to the relative importance of
the factors contributing to the migration of Mexican nationals into the
U.S. and as to the effects of this migration on the economies of the
U.S. and Mexico.
In fact, the overall weakness of all empirical research on illegal
Mexican aliens led Marshall to conclude that "neither the data nor the
conceptual framework to form a basis for sound policy on the causes and
consequences of illegal Mexican migration have been generated" (1978,
p. 163).

The indecisiveness of this data is perhaps best reflected by

the inability in 1976 of President Ford's Council on Illegal Migration to
decide whether illegal Mexican aliens as a whole were a liability or an
asset to the U.S. economy (Corwin, 1978, p. 287).
Specific research on the characteristics of illegal Mexican aliens
in the U.S. did not appear until after the termination of the Bracero Program in 1964.

Samora (1971) and North and Koustoun (1976a) interviewed

illegal Mexican aliens in I.N.S. detention camps (primarily in the Southwest) awaiting deportation.

More recently, Cardenas (1976), Stoddard

(1976a), Villalpando (1977) and Rochin (1978) interviewed illegal aliens
in the U.S., the former two conducted on apprehended illegals and the
latter two on small samples of unapprehended illegals in Texas and
California.

Cornelius (1977) and Bustamente (1977) interviewed illegal

Mexican aliens after their return to Mexico.

The accuracy and representativeness of the data collected in these
studies, however, arc difficult to evaluate for several reasons.

The

U.S. studies were all conducted in areas along the Mexican border and
give little indication as to whether these data are representative of
illegal Mexican aliens who migrate to areas farther from the border (an
increasingly common phenomenon).
sampling techniques.

Second, few of the studies used random

There is often a difficulty of discerning exactly

what population the samples represent and how accurately they describe
that population.

A third problem concerns the accuracy of the data;

the major studies were conducted using apprehended illegal Mexican aliens
in detention camps.

This may have been a threatening atmosphere for many

subjects and could have biased the findings.
In addition to these general methodological shortcomings of prior
research, a specific gap in the literature exists as to the motivational
structure of illegal migration, especially the economic incentive.

De-

spite an agreement over the importance of the earnings differential between
the U.S. and Mexico in motivating migration, few studies have attempted
to quantitatively measure this differential.

Comparisons between earnings

in the two countries have sometimes used per capita income, gross national
product, or other aggregate earnings data to demonstrate the magnitude
of the earnings differential (see for example, Marshall 1976, Briggs 1978).
These estimates, however, fail to represent accurately the earnings
potential of Mexicans in the U.S. since types of employment, periods of
unemployment, and the cost of living of the illegal Mexican alien while
in the U.S. are not at all well represented by aggregate data for the U.S.
or Mexico.

Other measures of the earnings differential between the two

countries have been the daily or weekly earnings estimates for workers in

the two countries (Briggs 1978).

But these estimates also fail to

accurately represent an earnings differential because of the temporary
work status, the variable periods of employment, and the dissimilar
expenses that illegal Mexican aliens face in the two countries.

No study

to date has attempted to estimate in detail the earnings differential
which is faced by illegal Mexican aliens in their decision to migrate to
the U.S. in search of employment.

Objectives of the Study
This study was designed to at least partially meet the need for
further empirical data on illegal Mexican migration.

A primary goal of

the study was to generate an estimate of the earnings differential faced
by illegal Mexican aliens in a specific area.

In this case, Hood River,

8/
Oregon, was chosen as a case study setting.—

By attempting to accurately

determine those major elements of both earnings and expenses in the U.S.
for illegal Mexican aliens at Hood River and by obtaining an estimate of
the opportunity costs of their migration, an approximate estimate of this
differential is generated for those workers.

It is hoped that this esti-

mate of the economic incentive for migration will better describe the
motivational factors which influence migration between Mexico and the
U.S.

As a secondary goal, the study was designed to identify character-

istics of illegal Mexican migrants in a non-border region for purposes
of comparison with other studies mentioned above.
The following specific objectives were defined for this study:

8/
—
The basis for the selection of Hood River for this study is discussed in Cnapter III.

(1)

To describe the demographic and social characteristics
of a specific population of illegal Mexican aliens,

(2)

To estimate a net earnings differential between the
earnings potentials of illegal Mexican aliens in the
U.S. and Mexico, and

(3)

To compare the data collected in this study with the
data on illegal migration from prior studies.

This study was unusual for several reasons.

Due to the timeliness

of the interest in the subject of illegal Mexican aliens, much of the
literature presented in the literature review (Chapter II) and in the
bibliography was unavailable to the author at the time that the field
survey took place.

The first two objectives above were all that the

original research project envisioned.

As new literature on the subject

became available after the survey had been completed, several new issues
were raised, some of which nad application to this study.

The third

objective as stated above therefore seemed important in light of the
burgeoning literature on illegal Mexican migration.

A second unusual

aspect of this study concerns several methodological problems involved
in the survey itself.

One was the matter of eliciting accurate informa-

tion from survey subjects who are involved in an illegal activity.

A

second problem involved the need to protect several parties who might be
legally compromised by the gathering of this information.

Several specific

methodological procedures were followed because of these circumstances and
are discussed in detail in Chapter III.

10

Limitations of the Study
The main limitation on the findings of this study is the inability
to generalize the data from Hood River to other areas, either in Oregon
or the U.S.

As discussed in more detail in Chapter III, several unique

aspects of the Hood River situation limit its representativeness.

The

data will be useful in comparison with other studies, not in lieu of
them.
Several issues were not addressed specifically by this study.

No

attempt was made to estimate the total number of illegal Mexican aliens
in Oregon or at Hood River, nor to estimate the percentage of the labor
force which is composed of illegal aliens.

There was no attempt to

address the issue of displacement of domestic labor by the Mexican workers
nor to ask of whether an alternative labor supply exists.

Finally, there

was no attempt to assess current immigration policy, to suggest possible
changes in immigration policy, or to evaluate possible change in immigration policy.

Organization of Thesis
The remainder of the thesis is organized as follows.

Chapter II

contains a general review of prior studies of illegal Mexican migration,
with special attention to empirical descriptions of illegal Mexican
aliens and previous estimates of the U.S.-Mexican earnings differential.
Chapter III presents a discussion of survey procedures and a conceptualization of the earnings differential used in the study. Chapter IV is a
9/
detailed presentation of the survey results.—
Chapter V contains a
9/
—
Chapter IV was prepared as an Agricultural Experiment Station Bulletin
at Oregon State University under the direction of this author and Dr. Joe
B. Stevens.

11

summary of the results, a discussion of the implications of the study,
and suggestions for furtlier research.

A comparison between legal and

illegal Mexican aliens from the sample is presented in Appendix I.
Finally, a copy of the survey questionnaire is presented in Appendix II.

12

CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF RECENT LITERATURE ON
ILLEGAL MEXICAN MIGRATION

Introduction:

A Theoretical Setting

Throughout history, migrations of people from one locale to another
have occurred for many reasons:

to gain access to greater economic oppor-

tunity, to escape political tyranny or religious persecution, and to acquire a more socially advantageous location (through greater isolation,
access to services, etc.). are three broad reasons.—

The migration of

Mexicans into the U.S. over the last decade is unique, however, due to
a combination of three factors:

(1) it is primarily an economically

motivated migration, with persons moving primarily in search of higher
paying employment; (2) for the most part, the movement has appeared to
be temporary and not a permanent immigration; and (3) much of the migration is illegal and contrary to the international statutes of both
21

countries.—

It is also these three characteristics that make the sub-

ject of so much recent attention to policy makers, social scientists, and
the public at large.
Theories of economic migration have been broadly categorized into
two general schools of thought--the functional approach of neo-classical
economics and the conflict model of the neo-Marxian interpretation
(Richmond and Verma, 1978).

Briefly, both models interpret human migra-

—
See Richmond and Verma (1978) for more information and bibliographic
references on other general factors influencing migration.
21
—
Cornelius (1979) gives a thorough summary of these factors and pertinent references for each.
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tion as essentially a movement of people from an economically less developed
region to one which is more economically developed.

The functional model

suggests that in an open and competitive labor market, this movement is
primarily due to the interactions between producers and laborers, with
the attempts of migrant laborers to maximize their economic gain by
acquiring better employment opportunities in other geographic regions the
main motivational factor.

The neo-Marxian model places the motivation

more directly on the exploitive labor needs of producers who seek minimum
labor costs and maximum profits.

Both of these frameworks have been

directly applied to the issue of illegal Mexican migration and will be
examined in this chapter.

•

Many empirical studies of recent Mexican migration stress the temporary
3/
nature of much of this migration.—

This temporary migration has been

modeled by Marshall (1976) as the first segment of a more general fourphase process of immigration.

In the first phase, primarily young and

single men migrate from less economically developed regions to more
developed ones for temporary periods of time to take advantage of relatively higher wages.

A second phase is marked by a rise in the number

of married men migrating without their families.

In this phase, an attempt

is made to establish an earnings foundation which will allow the migrant
to later send for his family.

In a third phase of migration, networks of

friends, families, and employers are established in which whole families
migrate between the two areas.

Finally, in a fourtli phase, families apply

for and establish permanent residence in the more developed region.
Marshall notes that most countries with "temporary worker" programs (such
as those common in Europe) aim unsuccessfully to limit the immigration
See Cornelius (1979, p. 114), Samora (1971, p. 84), and Fogel (1978,
p. 80).
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cycle to the first and second phases, thereby maximizing the benefits of
foreign emigration and minimizing the social costs associated with immigration (1976, p. 56).

Cornelius, however, questions the applicability

of this model to the Mexican migration situation and suggests that illegal
Mexican aliens arc primarily temporary migrants due to their dislike for
many aspects of life in the U.S., including high living costs, the fast
pace of life, and the climate (1979, p. 116).
This chapter will highlight the theoretical arguments and empirical
evidence that occupy the greatest interest among scholars concerned with
illegal Mexican migration.

The first three sections summarize the condi-

tions of illegal Mexican alien supply and demand, the consequences of
illegal Mexican migration, and various policy recommendations to deal
with the phenomenon.

The last two sections summarize the empirical

evidence that has been collected on illegal Mexican aliens with special
emphasis on factors relating to the economic incentive to migrate.

Supply and Demand Aspects of Illegal Mexican Migration
Attempts to model the social forces that have led to illegal Mexican
migration have included elements which characterize the various supply
factors that exist in Mexico, the demand conditions in the U.S. economy,
and the institutional frameworks that support the migration.

The main

factors in Mexico which give rise to illegal Mexican migration include
the rapid population growth of the last fifty years and the failure of the
Mexican development program to keep pace with this population growth.
The present birth rate in Mexico (about 3.5 percent annually) is among the
highest in the world and will lead to a doubling of the available adult
work force between 1970 and 1980 (Briggs, 1978, p. 213).

Despite efforts

15

by the Mexican government to implement a strong family planning program
in the 1970's, population growth has been only slightly abated.

The pro-

gram has been especially criticized for its failure to adequately halt
population growth in rural areas, where the worst poverty and the highest
birth rates lead to the conditions from which migration of a family member
to the U.S. for employment is the only option available to many rural
households (Dinerman, 1978).
In addition to population growth, Mexico's economic development programs have directly provided a considerable impetus for migration to the
U.S.

The significant recent economic advancements which have been made

in Mexico are suggested by an annual increase in Gross National Product
of over six percent during the last decade and by a three percent annual
increase in per capita income (Briggs, 1978, p. 213).

An unequal distri-

bution of these economic gains, however, has caused a worsening of living
conditions for many.

This poor distribution of the benefits of growth is

demonstrated by the high unemployment and underdevelopment throughout the
4/
country (Evans and James, 1979, pp. 6-12).—

An increased industrializa-

tion in urban areas, an increased mobility of the population from rural
to urban areas (especially those along the border), and generally rising
expectations for many have disrupted stable traditional cultures.

This

has resulted in an acceptance of social change throughout much of the
population and results in an increased mobility among rural farm laborers
who now seek better opportunities, both within Mexico and in the U.S.
(Dinerman, 1978, p. 500).
4/ Unemployment rates
—
percent in some border
throughout the country
of 35.2 percent of the
1979, p. 7).

Perhaps as important as any of these factors

in Mexico have been estimated as high as 30 to 40
cities (Briggs, 1978, p. 213) and underemployment
has been estimated at an unemployment equivalent
total potential labor supply (Evans and James,

16

has been the knowledge of higher U.S. wages that the former braceros
brought back to Mexico with them and which is perpetuated by current
illegal migration.

In a survey of rural Mexicans, Cornelius (1977) found

that 92 percent of those wishing to go to the U.S. cited better wages as
their principle motivation.

Thus, the poverty and poor employment oppor-

tunities of Mexico which result from increased population growth and uneven development are influenced by the knowledge of better earnings
opportunities in the U.S. to produce a labor supply that forms a basis
for illegal Mexican migration to the United States.
The alleged demand factors in the U.S. for illegal Mexican labor are
much more controversial, with scholars failing to agree about the relative
importance of the factors.

One often cited explanation for illegal

Mexican migration is that of the need by U.S. employers for an exploitable,
low-wage earning supply of labor (Marshall, 1976; Fogel, 1978; Samora,
1971).

U.S. producers benefit from the abundant supply of illegal

Mexican labor and thereby have little incentive to restructure their
employment needs to make them attractive to domestic workers.

Immigrant labor is usually low-cost labor which can be
used to replace more expensive domestic workers, or to
weaken the latter's bargaining position. The greater
exploitation of immigrant workers is a fact that has
been repeatedly documented... (Portes, 1978, p. 473).

Bustamante (1978) contends that producer demands for cheap labor in the
U.S. are sanctioned by weak law enforcement and minimal border surveillance.
He concludes that demand factors within the U.S. have much more weight in
explaining illegal Mexican migration than do supply conditions in Mexico.
Due to the illegal Mexican aliens lower earnings expectations, vulner-
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ability to exploitation, and less interest in labor organization,—
are willing to accept lower wages and poor working conditions.

they

This,

combined with their high productivity, make them ideal workers from the
perspective of the employer.

The illegal Mexican alien is allegedly hired

in preference to a U.S. worker, leading to a displacement of domestic
labor and eventually to relative wage depression (North and Houstoun,
1976a, p. 157).

According to Samora (1971), these conditions should be

most evident along the border where concentrations of illegal Mexican
aliens are especially dense.

Conversely, the conditions of exploitation

should be less prevalent farther from the border.—
Piore (1976), Cornelius (1977), and Villalpando (1977) provide an
alternative explanation of producer demand for illegal Mexican labor.
These researchers suggest that it is not an active search for less expensive labor on the part of employers that creates the demand for
foreign labor.

Rather, it is the steady decline of that segment of the

U.S. labor supply which is willing to take employment in low-skill, lowpaid, and often temporary or seasonal employment that characterizes the
secondary labor market.

According to this argument, a U.S. "labor vacuum"

has been created by the financial support programs of the welfare system
that allow domestic laborers an increased flexibility in employment options,
Many programs supplement workers income to the extent that they would lose

—
An opposing viewpoint is presented by Cornelius (1979, p. 205) who
suggests that recent data show that illegal Mexican aliens have considerable interest in labor union membership in California.
6/
—
Although a study of wage depression along the Texas border (Smith
and Newman, 1977) did document some wage depression (about eight percent in Texas border cities compared to in-land Houston), the degree of
measured depression was "not as severe as many have contended" (1977,
p. 63).
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money by accepting certain full-time employment now available (Villalpando,
1977).

Certain types of employment in the U.S. therefore are unable to

obtain an adequate supply of domestic labor and must rely instead on
foreign labor.

The traditionally cited example of this phenomenon has

been in the agricultural sector, where low-paying seasonal work that requires considerable mobility and work in isolated areas has often faced
domestic labor shortages (Cornelius, 1977, p. 9).

This phenomenon has

become increasingly more common, however, in low-paying, low-status employment in urban areas during the last decade (Cornelius, 1979, p. 197).
Some writers suggest that elements of botli supply and demand are
necessary to explain an increasing illegal Mexican migration.

Portes

suggests that these interacting factors have developed into a symboitic
relationship which "alleviates labor scarcity and high labor costs in
core areas [i.e., the U.S.] and conditions of labor over-supply, capital
scarcity, and difficulty in controlling the labor force in peripheral
ones

[i.e., Mexico]" (1978, p. 477).

Using time-series data, Frisbie

(1975) and Jenkins (1976) both conclude that wage, price, and investment
factors in both the U.S. and Mexico are important to explain the increased
7/
size of Mexican migration.—
Along a similar line, Stoddard (1976a) has explored the role' of
government, business, law enforcement agencies, and other institutions
in supporting illegal Mexican migration.

He concludes that a network of

supportive institutions exists that include the elements of employer demands for low-cost labor, the withdrawal of domestic workers from the
.7/
—
Jenkins concludes that "... a strong push exerted by conditions prevailing within rural Mexico accompanied by a weak pull exerted by the
U.S. agricultural economy ..." explain increases in illegal Mexican
migration (1976, p. 186).
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secondary labor market (as an indirect result of welfare programs) and
a lack of any real effective enforcement of border policies.

These in-

stitutional structures create a situation under which "the IMA [illegal
Mexican alien] immigration might be described more accurately as a
regulated phenomenon rather than a controlled or enforced one" (1976b,
p. 203).

Rochin suggests similarly that support from the Chicano com-

munity, an established relationship between employers and illegal alien
smugglers ("coyotes"), and a general lack of effective immigration enforcement combine to minimize the risks associated with illegal Mexican
migration and thus induce a larger immigration (1978, p. 162).

ConsequencQs of Illegal Mexican Migration

As illegal Mexican aliens migrate to the U.S. and obtain employment,
an array of consequences and repercussions are generated.

The benefits

and costs of illegal Mexican migration are distributed between the two
nations, among various institutions, and among innumerable participants,
and thus have international, national, regional, and personal aspects.
From the perspective of the United States, employers of Mexican migrants
have a larger labor force from which to acquire workers, lowering their
operating costs, and enabling them to produce cheaper products.

Employers

and consumers (who make use of these products) are then the primary
beneficiaries of illegal Mexican migration.

In particular, marginal firms

whose continued existence may depend on either low-cost or highly productive labor can continue in operation only with the continuation of
8/
illegal Mexican migration.—

The alleged negative attributes of illegal

8/
—
Cornelius notes the importance of foreign migrants in the labor markets where "... declining labor-intensive industries (shoes, textiles,
etc.) are fighting for survival and are increasingly shunned by younger
U.S.-born workers" (1979, p. 203).
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Mexican migration include increased costs of social service programs
(welfare, food stamps, education costs, etc., either through direct
consumption of these services by the illegal Mexican alien or indirectly
through domestic labor displacement), increased crime rates, loss of tax
revenues, and a detrimental effect on the U.S. balance of payments due
to remittances sent home by illegal aliens (Corwin and Fogel, 1978,
p. 288).

The empirical evidence for some of these allegations will be

examined in detail later.
With regard to the consequences of illegal Mexican migration in
Mexico, the national government has forcefully stated its objections to the
illegal migration of her people into the U.S. but has taken few steps to
either slow down the flow or to aid the U.S. government in halting the
immigration.

At the national level, Mexico gains from a lower trade

deficit and a relaxation of social pressures resulting from the uneven
distribution of its development gains.

Historically, labor can be viewed

as one of Mexico's more important exports to the U.S. and the government
has privately condoned this condition.

However, as Dinerman (1978) has

pointed out, immigration to the U.S. takes away some of the most ambitious
and productive workers from Mexico, a resource that the country strongly
requires.

The immigration indirectly supports the poor economic conditions

in much of rural and urban Mexico without providing much impetus for
any substantial changes in the pattern of poverty (Dinerman, 1978,
p. 500).
The personal consequences of illegal Mexican migration on the Mexican
aliens themselves and on their families are perhaps the most difficult
issues to disentangle.

For the most part, immigration to the U.S. appears

to be an economic choice made in Mexico at the family or household level
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as the best choice among several possible options (Dinerman, 1978).

That

illegal Mexican migration has continued at such magnitudes during the last
two decades is tacit support for the short-term viability of this option.
But the long-run disruptive effects that this migration might have on
the family unit and on the traditional value structure will not be fully
known for many years, if ever.

Even the economic return to illegal Mexican

aliens are questioned by some researchers.

Samora surmises that "the

illegal, whatever his motivations and his aspirations, probably moves from
poverty to greater poverty and, whatever his experiences, the economic and
financial benefit for Mexico, for his family, and for himself is small"
(1971, p. 105).

That little economic reward exists for illegal Mexican

migration is inconsistent with the numerical trends of migration during
recent years and with Cornelius' (1977) conclusions that migration to the
U.S. is becoming a family tradition in many parts of rural Mexico.

The

data concerning the economic incentive for illegal migration will be
developed in more depth later in this review.

Policy Recommendations

Most scholars concerned with illegal Mexican aliens in the U.S.
address the issue of prescriptive policy measures and either make specific
recommendations to curb or regulate the migration process or discuss the
various implications of policy recommendations made by others.

One group

of scholars views the primary consequences of a continuation of illegal
Mexican migration to be the economic depression of wages and working
conditions in the U.S. secondary labor market, the displacement of a
large segment of the competing domestic labor force (particularly
Chicanos), the economic exploitation of the Mexican workers by the U.S.
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agricultural and industrial firms, and an implicit preservation of high
unemployment and a skewed income distribution in much of Mexico (Fogel, 1978;
Briggs, 1978; Marshall, 1978; and North and Houstoun, 1976b).

The re-

9/
strictive policy recommendations of this group— include (1) a greater
allocation of resources to the surveillance of the border by the Border
Patrol, (2) stronger penalties for border violations by all illegal
aliens, but especially visa abusers and illegal alien smugglers, (3) the
institution and enforcement of sanctions against employers who hire
illegal aliens in the U.S., and (4) the issuance of noncounterfeitable
labor identification cards among U.S. workers which would allow for the
enforcement of employer sanctions.

In addition to these policies and as

a recognition of the internal pressures in Mexico which induce illegal
migration, many would favor some degree of amnesty for illegal aliens
already in the U.S., an increase in the annual quota of legal Mexican
immigrants allowed to enter the U.S., and an increase in foreign aid
to Mexico which would promote greater internal employment opportunities.
A second group of scholars recommends policies which control and
legitimize the flow of Mexican migrant labor into the U.S.

This group

explicitly assumes that a shortage of U.S. domestic labor exists in those
areas where most illegal Mexican aliens are currently employed (the secondary
labor market) and that any attempt to further restrict the migration will
only increase a propensity for black marketing of illegal Mexican aliens,
with higher smuggling costs and a general increase in migrant exploitation
9/
—
These policy recommendations are a combination of several mam points
made in Fogel (1978), Briggs (1978), Marshall (1976, 1978), and North and
Houstoun (1976a). They are not all necessarily representative of each
writer's point of view nor do they totally represent each writer's
suggestions on policy prescription.
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(Cornelius, 1977; Piore, 1976; Abrams and Abrams, 1975).

This group—

would recommend policies that would (1) institute programs to permit and
regulate the flow of temporary Mexican workers to meet U.S. domestic labor
shortages, (2) increase border surveillance with a special emphasis on
eliminating illegal alien smuggling, (3) make temporary workers eligible
for consideration as permanent resident aliens (in order to permit the
second generation an access to institutions that allow upward mobility) ,
(4) institute U.S. trade and tariff concessions to aid Mexico's balance
of payments, and (4) encourage the Mexican government to implement a
more labor-intensive rural development program and to increase its rural
family planning programs.

These policies would require more accurate

regional and industry employment data than are presently available and
would attempt to minimize the deleterious consequences of illegal Mexican
migration while protecting both producer and labor interests in the U.S.
Another perspective on the issue of policy deals not with the
question of what recommendations should be made, but with how feasible
policy choices are to be implemented and enforced.

It is questionable

whether the costs and manpower requirements that are required to control
illegal border entry could be enacted by Congress; the power of those
lobby groups which oppose restrictive enforcement policy have been
historically much more powerful and effective than those which support
restrictive measures.—

As illegal Mexican aliens take employment in more

—
These policy recommendations are a combination of several main points
made in Cornelius (1977), Villalpando (1977), Piore (1976), and Abrams and
Abrams (1975). Again, they are not all necessarily representative of
each writer's point of view nor do they totally represent each writer's
suggestions.
—For a historical analysis of border legislation and the role of
lobby interest groups, see Craig (1971).
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diversified fields in service and manufacturing industries further from
the border, the problem of enforcement will become increasingly more
difficult and expensive.

Taylor (1978) notes pessimistically that as

surveillance technology increases in sophistication, so do the means to
gain illegal entry and avoid detection.

He concludes that "the control

and legitimzation of this migration ... will remain a national issue for
many years to come" (Taylor, 1978, p. 352).

Previous Empirical Studies

Despite the public and political importance placed on the issue of
illegal Mexican migration during the past decade, the quantity of data
gathered on the subject is surprisingly small.

In the first in-depth

study of illegal Mexican aliens in the U.S., Samora (1971) found that
conducting direct interviews of subjects using random sample techniques
would be impossible.

Instead, he interviewed 493 apprehended illegal

Mexican aliens, mostly along the Mexican border in Texas and California.
North and Iloustoun (1976a) contracted with the U.S. Department of Labor
to interview illegal aliens and to discern the general characteristics and
role of illegal aliens in the U.S. economy.

They interviewed 800 illegal

aliens, almost all of whom were under arrest and of whom 481 were Mexican
nationals.

Similar studies on a smaller scale of apprehended illegal

Mexican aliens were made by Dogodag (1975) and Villalpando (1977) in
Southern California, and by Cardenas (1976) in Texas.

Stoddard (1976b)

interviewed 71 illegal Mexican aliens in the rural Rio Grande Valley,
Texas, and Rochin (1978) interviewed 27 illegal Mexican aliens in rural
Northern California in two of the only studies of non-apprehended illegal
Mexican aliens.
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A different perspective is gained by studies completed in Mexico.
Bustamante (1976) interviewed 919 apprehended illegal Mexican aliens in
Mexican border towns after their return by U.S. authorities.

Cornelius

(1977) interviewed over 1,000 Mexicans in nine rural villages of Jalisco
State, over one-half of whom had attempted to work in the U.S. at least
once.

Dinerman (1978) provides an informative description of the per-

spective of villagers in central Mexico and the decisions that lead rural
Mexicans to illegally attempt migration into the U.S.
The descriptions of the illegal Mexican aliens that are portrayed
in these studies are unusually consistent.

Predominantly, the illegal

Mexican alien is a young adult male, unmarried or married without
children, with little formal education.

If he is married with children,

it is seldom that the children are brought to the U.S.

He is a farm-

laborer from a rural area of Mexico, usually the central plateau region
or an urban border area.

Dinerman (1978) points out that the illegal

alien is usually not from the poorest population in Mexico, but rather
from the moderately well-off households that can combine enough economic
resources to finance the relatively expensive trip and to afford the
risks that it implies.

His primary motivation for migration is the

search for employment in the U.S., and the job he finds there is usually
low-paid, low-status, often seasonal, and with minimal skill requirements.
The means of transportation and migration routes are well documented
by the studies.

After access to a border town is made by way of public

transportation, the future illegal alien will either acquire a temporary
12/
border crossing card— (by bribe or illegal purchase), attempt to cross
12/
—
Hundreds of thousands of border-cro'ssing permits (I.N.S. Form 1-186)
are issued to Mexican residents along the border and enable them to enter
the U.S. for either shopping or pJcasure for up to 72 hours. These cards
are reportedly often used to enter the U.S. for the purpose of obtaining
illegal employment (Fogel, 1978, pp. 43-44).
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the border undetected with friends, or pay a "coyote" or illegal alien
smuggler to get him both over the border and to a location of employment.
The costs of transportation provided by a coyote range between $100 and
$600, depending on the experience of the migrant and the distance he plans
to travel.

Cornelius (1977) noted in his interviews with former aliens in

Jalisco that an increasing number of migrants have made use of coyotes in
recent years, as common border crossing locations here become more
tightly patrolled and as the aliens have sought higher paying and less
risky employment in more distant locations from the border.

Also noted

is a developed network of family and employer connections in the U.S.
(many which remain from the time of the Bracero Program) which create an
underground set of ties and communication that make employment more certain
and detection less likely (North and Houstound, 1976a, p. 42).
Traditionally, the illegal Mexican aliens sought work in one of the
border states — California, Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas — primarily
in rural agricultural areas.

For at least the last twenty years, however,

the data suggest that the Mexican migrants have been working progressively
farther from the border and into the urban areas of Chicago, Denver,
Detriot, Kansas City, and Portland (Fogel, 1978, p. 28).

In the urban

setting, they are finding increasing employment opportunities in the service
and manufacturing sectors of the economy.
With regard to employment practices, Cardenas (1976) found that most
workers interviewed in Texas during his study had jobs in the secondary
labor sector, primarily as farm workers, low-skilled factory workers, or
domestic servants.

North and Houstoun's (1976a) study found that 58 per-

cent of illegal Mexican aliens had U.S. employment in unskilled agricultural
work or menial service occupations while only 16 percent had skilled
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blue-collar jobs.

Cornelius (1977) and Villalpando (1977) also found

that the majority had jobs as agricultural workers and that few had
skilled employment.

An estimate of the unemployment rate for illegal

Mexican aliens in the U.S. was 10.2 percent in 1975 (North and Houstoun,
1976a, p. 98).
With regard to the displacement of domestic labor, Villalpando
(1977) reported on the failure of two Southern California programs to
place unemployed domestic workers in jobs vacated by illegal aliens after
their deportation.

The survey found that the failure of the programs

lay in the workers' sense that the jobs paid too little, had low status,
and were physically too difficult.

In one case, 90 percent of approxi-

mately 400 job slots filled initially by domestic workers were subsequently
filled by "commuter workers" from Tijuana, Mexico (1977, p. 62).
Another issue that has obtained considerable attention in prior research concerns the costs of social services used by illegal Mexican
aliens while residing in the U.S.

A much publicized estimate that the

consumption of social services by all illegal aliens costs U.S. taxpayers
more than $13 billion per year was made by the Inner City Fund in
Washington, D.C. in 1975.

But this estimate has been highly criticized

for its questionable assumptions and lack of any original field research
(Cornelius, 1977, p. 13).

The studies by Cardenas (1976), North and

Houstoun (1976a), and Cornelius (1977) all contradict this estimate,
finding that the use of schools and social welfare services by illegal
Mexican aliens was minimal.

In addition, a majority of illegal Mexican

aliens had Social Security, federal income taxes, and various payroll
taxes deducted from their wages.

In a study specifically addressed to

the issue of the use of social service by illegal Mexican aliens in the
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San Diego area, Villalpando concluded that the estimated cost of social
service programs for illegal Mexican aliens (including education, health
care, welfare payments, food stamps, etc.) was approximately $2 million
annually while their tax contributions on locally earned wages amounted
to nearly $49 million per year (1977, p.

173).

These studies suggest that

the social costs of supporting illegal Mexican aliens while in the U.S.,
especially with respect to social service programs, is far more than
offset by their tax contributions.

The Economic Incentive for Illegal Migration

Stoddard (1976a) characterizes the overwhelming majority of illegal
Mexican aliens as "economic refugees" who are drawn to the U.S. by a job
that pays between five and ten times the earnings that a similar job in
Mexico would pay.

Portes characterizes illegal Mexican migration as

"a strategy to maximize economic opportunities distributed unequally in space. The specific opportunity
attached to illegal entry is access to highly paid
(in terms of the periferal country) manual work.... As
such, illegal labor migration cannot be conceptualized
as a simple demographic displacement, but as a process
of network-building through which individuals adapt to
the uneven spatial distribution of economic advantage"
(Portes, 1978, p. 478).

It is this differential between earnings potentials in the two countries
that most researchers see as the necessary condition behind the Mexican
alien's willingness to undertake the considerable investment and risk
associated with transportation to and the search for employment in the
U.S.
Few studies, however, have documented the magnitude and qther quantitative dimensions of this earnings differential.

Various indirect estima-
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tions of this earnings differential have been determined and used to
measure the economic incentive to migrate (Table 1).

North and Houstoun

(1976a) found that, on the average, an illegal Mexican alien employed
in the U.S. during 1975 earned $2.34 per hour, although those who worked
along the border and in agriculture made about one-third less.

Similar

estimates (after allowing for cost-of-living adjustments) were made by
Villalpando (1977) and Samora (1971).

These studies also found that a

considerable amount of the total earnings of these workers was sent
back to Mexico, with Villalpando concluding that 37 percent of the recipients earnings (averaging $138 per month) was being sent back to
Mexico (1977, p. 174).

But these studies failed to make estimates of

total U.S. earnings, of the total weeks worked, or of the alternative
Mexican earnings opportunities for their samples.

Villalpando estimated

that the illegal Mexican aliens in his study could earn $4,368 yearly in
the U.S., but in so doing he assumed a pattern of full employment throughout the year (i.e., 50 weeks of employment) in his calculation of this
figure.
In his Northern California study, Rochin's (1978) data suggest that
illegal Mexican aliens in 1976 were earning between $2.66 and $3.18 per
hour, or about $25 per day for agricultural work.

For this same sample,

earnings in the central plateau region of Mexico would have been $0.29
per hour or about $2.35 per day.

Thus on a daily basis, Rochin estimates

that the earnings differential between the U.S. and Mexico is about ten
times (1978, p. 158).

The study also found that the Mexicans were able

to save and send to Mexico about $60 per week while they worked in the
U.S.

Table 1.

Estimates of Illegal Mexican Alien Earnings and Expenses in the U.S. and Mexico.

Number in sample
U.S. earnings a/
S/hour
S/day
S/month
S/year

Samora
(1971)

North 5
Houstoun
(1976a)

Bustamante
(1977)

Cornelius
(1977)

Villalpando
(1977)

Rochin
(197S)

493

481

919

1,000+

160

27

about S2.0CP-'

*
*
*

*
*
*

$2.34

*

$430.00

*

$4,368.00
0.29
2.35

1.20

U.S. Savings
$/year

$2.92 (+_ .26)
$25.00

$385.00

$434-1,480

Mexican earnings >;
$/hour
$/day

Remittances sent to
Mexico
S/week
$/month

$2.36

$458.00

$50-70
$129.00

Expenses
In the U.S. ($/day)
In Mexico ($/day)
Transportation
costs

$162.00

$138.00

$3.00-4.50^/
$2.54-6.87-'
$53-S93^/

$150-225

$300 + 150.00

a/
— All estimates are group averages except where noted.
— Mexican estimates are given in U.S. dollars (@ U.S. $1 = 24 pesos),
c/
— Estimates are high and low ranges of averages gathered by state.
—

82 percent were earning less than $2.00 per hour.

o
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From those studies completed in Mexico, evidence is found in support
of a low wage alternative to U.S. employment.

Cornelius (1977) found

the average Mexican wage in Jalisco to be about 25 to 30 pesos per day,
or about $1.20 per day by the current exchange rate ($1 equal to 22 pesos).
This study also found that workers earned about $385 per month in the U.S.,
of which they sent their families about 42 percent each month (about
$162) and can save about $458 in a year.

However, most illegal Mexican

aliens interviewed by Cornelius had temporary work in the U.S. only for
part of the year, and only 11 percent of his sample stayed longer than
one year at any one time (1977, p. 2).

Dinerman (1978) similarly portrays

the earnings possibilities for rural peasants in Michoacan State.

He

describes the problems of high unemployment and underemployment that pervade the village economic structure and a tight-money environment in which
loans higher than 100 pesos (about U.S. $4.50) are rare.

Bustamante's

(1977) study supports these wage estimates and the high unemployment rate
of those who emigrate from Mexico (as high as 79 percent for those residing in the state of Jalisco).

This study found that most workers stay

in the U.S. temporarily (usually four to six months) with less than 10
percent staying longer than one year (1977, p. 165).
period averaged between $484 and $1,480 in 1976.

Income during this

In one unique aspect of

his study, Bustamante documented both the respondents' expenditures per
day in the U.S. (between $3.00 and $4.50 per day for most respondents) and
their family expenditures per day in Mexico (between $2.54 and $6.87) (1977,
p. 168).
This mosaic of information provides some ideas as to the economic
incentive that illegal Mexican aliens face, but not a clear picture as
to their earnings options.

Although hourly earnings differentials are
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very high between the U.S. and Mexico (approximately 10 times in most
studies), there is no study documenting the amount of work Mexicans could
anticipate on a monthly or yearly basis respectively in both countries.
Several unanswered questions remain.

What is the relative employment

anticipation between the two countries?

What role does unemployment and

underemployment in Mexico play in the consideration to migrate?

What

are the relative expenses encountered by the illegal Mexican aliens in
the U.S. and Mexico?

Due to concerns such as these, several researchers

have preferred to use other comparisons of the economic incentive to
migrate.

For example, Marshall compares the 1970 U.S. per capita income

of over $5,000 with Mexico's per capita income of about $700 in his
discussion of the impetus to migrate (1976, p. 53).

In a similar fashion,

Briggs (1978) compares the national G.N.P.s and per capita G.N.P.
comparison such as these has several shortcomings.

But a

First, they fail to

account for the fact that Mexican aliens coming to the U.S. have few, if
any, scarce skills and little opportunity of finding high-wage employment
in the U.S.

Second, consumption patterns and expenses for illegal Mexican

aliens while they reside in the U.S. are likely to be much higher than
those faced in Mexico, and thus any comparison of gross earnings for the
two countries is likely to bias any earnings differences.

Also, periods

of unemployment for temporary and seasonal workers in the U.S. are likely
to be common for most workers.

Finally, high unemployment and under-

employment in Mexico introduce new variables which an accurate calculation
of the earnings differential must take into account.

None of the studies

to date has attempted to estimate an economic differential between Mexico
and the U.S. that is a relevant estimate of the motivation for illegal
Mexican migration and which accounts for the effects of variable wages,
employment periods, and expenses in the two countries.
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CHAPTER III

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Study Design

The decision to migrate is essentially a human choice made from
among various alternatives.

Each illegal Mexican alien who leaves his

country in search of employment in the U.S. presumably weighs the costs
and benefits anticipated in migrating against the option of remaining in
Mexico.

This study investigates only some of the motivational incentives

that illegal Mexican aliens face in their decision to migrate.—

Special

emphasis is placed on the earnings differential between the U.S. and
Mexico, as monetary returns were presumed to be a major influence on the
2/
decision to migrate.—

It is suggested that an illegal Mexican alien

makes the decision to migrate to the U.S. based on an anticipation that
his monetary opportunities in the U.S. will be greater than those he
would have in Mexico.

These opportunities should be sizeable enough to

compensate him for both the considerable risk associated with an illegal
status while in the U.S. and the expenditures for transportation.

Re-

phrased, the study sought to determine whether the net monetary rewards

—
As this study was conceptualized in light of very limited prior
knowledge, a greatly simplified model of economic behavior was utilized.
A more complete study of motivational incentives could include elements
of risk and uncertainty theory, human capital theory, and various other
behavioral science constructs.
21
—
Other factors which could be investigated include the difficulty of
finding employment in the U.S., the degree of skill acquisition associated
with possible employment, attitudes toward risk and uncertainty, conditions
resulting from crowding and over-population in Mexico, and the difficulty
of obtaining legal entry to the U.S. (either temporary or permanent).
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of illegal migration are higher for Mexican aliens than the alternative
earnings they would have had by remaining in Mexico.
In order to make this determination and to collect general information on the demographic and migration characteristics of illegal Mexican
aliens in a non-border area, this study sought to contact and interview
a random sample of illegal Mexican aliens.

The emphasis of the survey

was to collect data relevant to a quantitative measure of economic incentive for migration as well as a general description of an illegal Mexican
alien population.

The first section of this chapter deals with the

sampling procedures used in the study.

Included here are discussions of

the sampling frame, the choice of location for sampling, and interviewing
techniques.

A second section presents the estimation procedure used to

quantify the earnings differential between the U.S. and Mexico.

Here is

stated a hypothesis with respect to the earnings differential as a motivational factor behind illegal Mexican migration.
Survey Procedure

The survey was designed to elicit information on the characteristics
of illegal Mexican aliens who were employed in seasonal agricultural
work in Oregon.

Hie population from which the sample was drawn can be

defined as all Mexican aliens who had worked in the Hood River Valley
during the fall agricultural harvest at the time of the interviewing (the
3/
first two weekends of October, 1978).—
This population does not in-

—3/ The Hood River Valley is an orchard area in North-Central Oregon that
employs approximately 1,900 laborers during the apple and pear harvest
(estimated for 1978), 71 percent of whom are migrants from out-of-state
(Annual Rural Service Report, 1978). This was the peak of the apple
harvest season, when the demand for temporary hired labor is at its
highest.
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elude all illegal Mexican aliens in the Hood River area, presumably a
larger group including some persons who were unemployed at the time of
the survey due to age, ability, or choice.

As there was no way to deter-

mine a_ priori the legal status of the Mexican aliens to be interviewed,
this was considered to be the only isolatable population from which to
sample.

Limited prior information from those familiar with the Hood

River area, however, suggested that most Mexican aliens in the Hood
River area would be illegal aliens.

Although no reliable source was

available to estimate the size of this population, a rough estimate made
by the local grower's organization was that 80 percent of approximately
1,350 out-of-state migrant workers (about 1,100) were Mexican aliens.
A list of 149 agricultural employers provided a sampling frame from
which a random sample of Mexican aliens could be drawn.

Tlie list in-

cluded 99 percent of all orchards in the area and included all of those
who employed out-of-state migrant laborers.

A total of 30 employer names

were selected at random from the sampling frame.

As there was little

prior information about tlie parameters and characteristics of the population, it
was difficult to determine what an appropriate sample size should be.

A

target goal of approximately 100 interviews was concluded to be within
the financial constraints of the study and yet large enough to allow for
adequate detail in the results.

The number of interviews conducted at

each orchard was stratified according to the total number of out-of-state
migrant laborers employed at each orchard at the time of the survey in
order to control for any bias that orchard size might have on the survey.
A total of 26 Mexican aliens were contacted at large orchards (those
hiring more than 20 workers), 48 at medium-size orchards (those hiring
between 10 and 20 workers), and 22 at small orchards (those hiring fewer
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than 10 workers).

Personal interviews of probable Mexican aliens (selected

by visual characteristics outlined below) were conducted in Spanish at
orchard sites.

Of a total of 96 interviews initiated, 93 provided enough

4/
data to be useful to the study.—

Each person interviewed was paid ^5.00

compensation for the one-hour interview.
The questionnaire (Appendix II) was developed during the two months
preceding the actual interviewing.

The questionnaire was pretested and

revised twice before the actual survey was conducted, with significant
additions and alterations made each time.

Questions were selected to

assess the information necessary to meet the objectives outlined in
Chapter I.

Due to an anticipation of little formal education for those

to be surveyed (and substantiated in the pretests), questions were written
as simply and concretely as possible to minimize any problem of comprehension.

The questionnaire was systematically organized so that less

threatening questions (such as those dealing with present earnings and
expenditures) were asked prior to more sensitive question (such as those
dealing with prior immigration difficulties and nationality).

It was

hoped that rapport and trust could be established between interviewer and
respondent before the potentially more sensitive questions were asked and
thereby minimize bias.

Several questions which could have threatened

either employers or Mexican aliens (and possibly bias the entire survey
results) were also avoided.—

4/
—
Two of those interviews discarded had to be terminated early in the
interview; the other person interviewed had just arrived in Hood River and
had not yet gone to work. With such a high response rate, non-response bias
in the sample was assumed to be minimal.
—
Some of the questions specifically not asked included legal status in
the U.S., how specific employment locations were chosen, details of work
and living conditions, and details as to illegal alien smuggling operations .

37

From the inception of this study, the researchers realized the
crucial importance that the choice of both interviewer and interview
location could have on the quality of the study.

An interviewer who could

feel at ease during the interview process and develop confidence among
the subjects was essential.

Along with these subjective qualities, other

skills necessary for good interviewing were needed.

This research was

greatly aided by a bilingual interviewer who met these qualifications
admirably.

It was decided that interviewing at the work-site allowed

the greatest balance between a comfortable interview setting for the
subjects and control for interview accuracy.
Perhaps the most sensitive aspect of the interview process concerned
the assessment of both the nationality of those interviewed and, more
importantly, whether they were in the U.S. legally or not.

Initially,

cultural characteristics such as language, dialect, dress, work habits,
and choice of companions were used as criteria by which a knowledgeable,
native Spanish-speaking interviewer would be able to distinguish between
Mexican and non-Mexican workers.

Although no specific test for the

accuracy of these criteria was made, persons experienced with Mexican
aliens felt that these distinctions could be made with fairly reasonable
accuracy.

During the actual interviews, all but three of the 96 subjects

claimed Mexican nationality.

As to the question of legality, the use of a

much more subjective criterion was involved.

By using an interviewer who

was quite familiar with illegal aliens from previous work experience, an
assessment as to the legality of Mexican aliens was made, primarily based
on cultural factors, worker's composure, and individual reactions to
certain questions.—
—

The accuracy of this determination of legality was

For example, see questionnaire, Appendix II, Questions 69, 70, and 71.
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aided by many who voluntarily admitted illegal status or showed proof
of legal documentation during the course of the interview.

Estimation of the Earnings Differential

As part of the survey, the respondents were asked about their earnings
and length of employment at each work location in the U.S. since their
arrival from Mexico.

In addition, they were asked to estimate their

anticipated employment following the interview.

These data were aggre-

gated into annual estimates of gross earnings and total weeks of employment for each person in the study during 1978.

Those surveyed were also

asked for an itemization of average weekly personal expenditures while in
Hood River and an estimate of transportation costs to Hood River.

The

itemized weekly expenditure were also aggregated into an estimate of total
weekly living expenses.

When this was multiplied by the number of weeks

in the U.S. during 1978 (both actual and anticipated) and subtracted
from total gross earnings, an estimate of annual net U.S. earnings was

II

produced.—

By further subtracting the estimated transportation costs

to Hood River and an estimate of return transportation costs, total
annual net earnings from U.S. employment were estimated for each person
surveyed.

This estimate represents an upper limit on the portion of

U.S. earnings that Mexican aliens could have on returning to Mexico (i.e.,
savings).
The survey also sought information as to the earnings and employment
opportunities in Mexico.

For those who had been in Mexico at any time

7/
—
The researchers believed that any attempt to ask subjects to itemize
expenses in areas prior to Hood River would be time-consuming and inaccurate due to memory bias. The use of Hood River data as an estimate of
expenses in other areas is a limitation on accuracy which could not be
avoided.

39

during the past five years, data were collected as to whether they had
been employed wliile in Mexico and if so, what the average weekly wage for
that employment had been.

All those surveyed were asked to state their

probable employment in Mexico (had they not come to the U.S.) and to
estimate the number of weeks they would iiave been unemployed during the
current year.

Using these data, estimates of both probable weekly

earnings and probable weeks of employment in Mexico were calculated.
These were then multiplied together to produce an estimate of annual
Mexican opportunity cost earnings.
The earnings data for both the U.S. and Mexico were then used in a
simple model to calculate a quantitative estimate of the earnings differential that existed between the two countries.

This model contains the
i

following variables:

(1)

Gross U.S. annual earnings.

This variable is defined

as the summation of earnings from all employment in
the U.S. either during a 12 month period (for those
who have been in the U.S. longer than one year) or
during their present stay (for all others).

This

variable accounts for differing wage rates at various
locations and types of employment, and for periods of
unemployment while in the U.S.

(2)

Variable expenditures in the U.S.

These are the

living costs that are encountered on a time-spent
basis, including food, housing, and other day-to-day
expenses.

In other words, these costs are a function

of the length of stay in the U.S.
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(3)

Transportation Costs.

These are defined as those

costs necessary for travel across the border and
to locations of employment within the U.S.

They

are primarily fixed expenditures that could include
payments to coyotes and which presumably would have
a much lower risk factor than alternative travel
modes.

(4)

Foregone annual earnings in Mexico.

This is a

measure of the alternative earnings of the
illegal Mexican alien had he not migrated to the
U.S.

As such, it is an estimate of the earnings

which had to be sacrificed in order to work in
the U.S.

The model used in this study is relatively simple.

Total U.S. gross

earnings are used in conjunction with transportation costs and variable
expenses to calculate an estimate of total net earnings for illegal
Mexican aliens in the U.S.

The earnings differential is then calculated

as the difference between total U.S. net earnings during the year and
foregone annual earnings in Mexico.

The model thus calculates the

earnings differential as:

Gross U.S. earnings
- Variable expenditures in the U.S.
- Transportation costs
Net annual earnings in the U.S.
Foregone annual earnings in Mexico
Earnings differential
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The hypothesis tested in this thesis is that, if the earnings differential
is a significant factor in the motivation for illegal Mexican migration,
then the earnings differential defined in the model should be substantially
8/
greater than zero.—

If, on the other hand, the earnings differential

approaches zero or is less than zero for many illegal Mexican aliens,
this could be an indication that factors other than the earnings differ9/
ential are more important motivational influences.—
The model has several inherent limitations.

First, it was assumed

that employment in the U.S. is an alternative to employment in Mexico and
not a supplement to it.
naire.

This assumption was made to simplify the question-

It is possible, however, that many illegal Mexican aliens work in

both countries during the year, coming to the U.S. only at times of Mexican
unemployment.

In this case, foregone Mexican earnings would in fact be

zero, and the estimate of net U.S. earnings would represent the earnings
differential.

The assumption, then, is admittedly restrictive and its

relaxation is considered in Chapter IV.
estimate living expenses in Mexico.

Second, no attempt was made to

A more precise estimate of the

earnings differential would include an estimate of these expenses and would
compare net U.S. earnings with net Mexican earnings.—

The use of gross

8/
—
The earnings differential should include some compensation for the
risk and uncertainty associated with illegal migration.
It is expected,
then, that the differential will be well above zero in order to compensate
for the illegal Mexican alien for the loss of a more certain income in Mexico.
9/
—
Stoddard (1976a) has suggested that there are several other explanations for this illegal migration, including investment in skills, thrillseeking, criminal activity, obtaining legal status or citizenship, etc.
Some, if not all, of these have economic or monetary dimensions that are
excluded from this study's earnings differential.
—It might be argued that a potential illegal Mexican alien compares
anticipated net earnings (or savings) from employment in the U.S. with
anticipated gross earnings in Mexico. This argument assumes that liquid
assets available to meet Mexican household expenditures is the important
motivational consideration and that comparing net gain from illegal migration with gross earnings in Mexico would represent a close approximation
to the personal outlook of the illegal alien as he compares opportunities
in the two countries.
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Mexican earnings in the calculation was also to simplify the data collection
and also results in a downward effect on the earnings differential.

Third,

no attempt was made to adjust the earnings differential for other possible
pecuniary or non-pecuniary benefits that might be associated with various
types and locations of employment.—These might induce illegal Mexican
aliens to accept employment at a lower wage and could also reduce the
estimate of the actual earnings differential that exists between the two
countries.

All of these limitations suggest that this model will tend

to under-estimate the earnings differential for any of the points listed.
As such, the estimates of earnings differential will be conservative in
that they understate the economic incentive for illegal migration.

—
These include different degrees of risk of apprehension, employment
training and skill acquisition, proximity to friends or relatives, access
to possible urban advantages (i.e., "city life"), etc.
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CHAPTER IV

SURVEY RESULTS-''

This chapter presents data collected from a survey of 93 Mexican
21

migrant workers—

at Hood River, Oregon.

The information is primarily a

direct presentation of survey findings and simple aggregation of survey
data into more useful figures.

The first two sections identify character-

istics and migration data on the Mexican workers surveyed.

The following

seven sections present employment, earnings, and expense data for those
surveyed both for the U.S. and for Mexico.

Access to social service pro-

grams in the U.S. and future plans for those surveyed are next described.
The final sections presents a comparison of the data between legal and
illegal Mexican migrant workers interviewed in the survey.

Demographic Characteristics
The Mexican workers surveyed in Hood River were, in general, young,
single males with little formal education.
as illegal aliens.

Most were in the United States

They came primarily from the central plateau region

of Mexico where most had been employed previously in agriculture.

On

the average, the workers had about six years of migrant work experience
in the U.S.

Specifically, the workers would be described by the following

characteristics (Table 2).

—
This chapter was prepared for publication as an Agricultural Experiment Station Bulletin at Oregon State University, under the direction of
this author and Dr. Joe B. Stevens. Writing style and presentation may
be slightly different than other parts of the thesis.
2/
—
Mexican aliens are referred to throughout this chapter as Mexican
migrant workers.
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Table 2.

Demographic Information for Mexican Migrant Workers in Hood
River, October, 1978.

Average—/

Number of
Responses

84%

78

26.7 + 1.4

93

Male

89%

83

Female

11%

10

a

Undocumented or
illegal aliens
Age (years)

Range—

[16 - 42)

Sex

Education (years)

4.4 +

93

(0-8)

Marital Status
Single

62.4%

58

Married

37.6%

35

Yes

66%

23

(mean of 2.8 childen)

No

23%

No response

11%

(mean of 2.1 children)

Married with children

Children in Hood River
Yes

39%

9

No

61%

14

Years of migrant
work in U.S.

5.7 + 1.0

87

(1 - 20)

Plan to continue
migrant work
Yes

82%

76

No

18%

17

a/

Figures are mean values, plus or minus a 95 percent confidence interval, a statistical estimate that predicts with 95 percent confidence
that the mean value from any sample of the population would fall
within these bounds. This same procedure is also used in most of the
following tables.

b/

Minimum and maximum values.
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3/
Documentation:—

The sample was subjectively assessed by the inter-

viewer to be 84 percent undocumented or illegal aliens.

Sixteen percent

were judged to be documented and working legally in the U.S.

Age:

The age of the workers ranged from 16 to 42 years, with an

average age of 26.7 years; 50 percent of the workers were in their
twenties.

Sex:

Male workers comprise 89 percent of the sample.

Education:

The average number of school years was 4.4, with a range

of zero to eight years.
Marital Status:

Sixty-two percent of the sample were single.

those who were married, 23 (66 percent) had children.

Of

The average number

of children was 2.8 per person, or a total of 65 children for the 23
workers.

Of all the workers' children, only 19 (29 percent) were traveling

with their parents in Hood River.

Migrant Work Experience:

The number of years of migrant work in the

U.S. ranged from 1 to 20, with an average of 5.7 years.

Time in U.S.:

Most workers (78 percent) had been continuously in the

U.S. for nine months or less with an average stay of 21 weeks.

In other

words, most had arrived in the U.S. from Mexico during calendar year 1978.
Tlie other workers had been in the U.S. between one and three years
(Figure 1).
3/ Documentation here refers to a classification of Mexican aliens as
—
to whether or not they possess an I.N.S. document or "Green Card" (I.N.S.
Form 1-151) which legally sanctions their employment in the U.S.
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Weeks in the U.S.

Frequency Distribution of Time in the U.S. (in weeks) During
Current Stay for Mexican Workers Interviewed at Hood River.
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Apprehensions by Law Enforcement Agencies:

Only 36 percent of the

workers said they had ever had problems with immigration authorities in
the U.S., most of which were apprehensions for illegal status.

About the

same number (37 percent) said they knew other workers who had been apprehended by the I.N.S. or other law enforcement agencies.

Home State:

All workers stated that they had come to the U.S. from

Mexico, with the majority coming from the States of Jalisco and Durango.
Others came principally from Yucatan, Michoacan, Hidalgo, and Baja,
California (Table 3, Figure 2).

Mexican Work Experience:

A total of 51 percent of the sample had

worked in Mexico when they were last there.

The other 49 percent said

they had not wofked in Mexico when last there.

Probable work in Mexico

had the respondents not come to the U.S. was in agriculture for 47 percent and in trades or manufacturing for 32 percent.

Others listed

probable work in government, business, or other fields.

Only 12 per-

cent said they would be unemployed if they had stayed in Mexico.
Travel From Mexico to Oregon

Of the workers interviewed in Hood River, 84 percent had walked
across the Mexican border and 16 percent had ridden either cars or buses
across the border.
The migrant stream from Mexico to Hood River was direct for many
workers; 64 percent came straight to Hood River from Mexico.

Another

26 percent came to Hood River after first stopping in California.
others had been in Oregon (7.5 percent), Idaho (one percent), and
Texas (one percent) prior to arriving in Hood River.

The
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Table 3.

a/
Home State of Mexican Workers Surveyed by Number and PercentageRural

Village

Urban

Total

Jalisco

16 (35%)

11 (24%)

19 (41%)

46 (51.1%)

Durango

2 (15%)

8 (62%)

3 (23%)

13 (14.4%)

Yucatan

7 (87%)

1 (13%)

8 ( 8.9%)

Michoacan

6 (86%)

1 (14%)

7 ( 7.8%)

Hidalgo

2 (29%)

3 (42%)

7 ( 7.8%)

5 (100%)

5 ( 5.6%)

2 (50%)

4 ( 4.3%)

2 (29%)

Baja
Other Mexican
TOTAL
a/

2 (50%)
35 (39%)

21 (23%)

34 (38%)

90 (100%)

Respondents were asked if their home area was rural (ranchero),
village (villa), or urban (ciudad). Percentages in Rural, Village,
and Urban columns are with respect to each state: "percentages are
with reference to total workers.

Durango (14.4%)

Yucatan (8.9%)

Jalisco (51.1%)

Michoacan (7.8%)

Figure 2.

Home State of Mexican Workers Surveyed in Hood River, Oregon.

4i>
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Most of the workers (73 percent) were traveling with a group of
friends.

Another 21 percent were traveling with their families.

Only

six percent were traveling alone.
Transportation costs were for the most part arranged in advance at
the Mexican border with a "coyote"—

or labor contractor.

On the average,

these workers paid about $243 for transportation from the Mexican border
to Hood River and will probably pay at least another $100 for the return
trip (Table 4).

Employment and Earnings Overview

Mexican migrant workers had work in Hood River primarily in the .
harvesting of fruit crops (i.e., cherries, apples, and pears) and in
various pre-harvest agricultural activities (i.e., pruning and thinning,
general farm hand).

All but two of the sample had worked one week or

longer in Hood River and all had worked in the harvest of apples and
pears.

On the average, each worker had 1.2 jobs (i.e., different em-

ployers) during the harvest period, 99 percent were paid by a piece-rate
wage, and each had worked an average of 5.4 weeks.

In addition to

harvest labor, 49 percent had also worked in Hood River at various
activities prior to harvest where they had an average of only one job
each; 94 percent of these were in the agricultural sector where 80 percent were paid an hourly wage.

Nearly all workers (90) stated that they

considered tlieir work experience in Hood River to be either good or excellent.
Information was also acquired regarding prior employment in areas
other than Hood River; 31 (33 percent) reported having worked in other
4/
—
A Coyote is an "entrepreneur who recruits, penetrates the border with
and arranges transportation for illegal aliens for a price" (Stoddard,
1976, p. 161 fn.).
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Table 4.

Estimated Travel Costs of Mexican Workers From Previous Area
to Hood River and From Hood River to Mexican Border.

($)

Number of
Respondents

243.18 +_ 23.04

66

From elsewhere in Oregon,
Washington, or Idaho

53.00 + 69.08

5

From California

38.75 + 43.76

4

40.00

1

Average
Estimated Cost of Transportation
to Hood River
From Mexican border

From Texas

Estimated Costs of
a/
Return Transportation—
From Hood River to Mexican
border

Total Estimated Transportation
Costs 1978
a/
—

100.00

343.18

66

Estimate based on bus fare from Hood River to Tijuana
which the
authors believed represents a minimum return transportation cost
estimate.
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areas during 1978.

Eight workers had been employed in other areas of

Oregon and one each had been employed in Washington and Idaho.

All but

one of these were in the agricultural sector, with 50 percent being paid
a piece-rate wage.

Twenty-six had worked in various parts of California;

16 reported having had agricultural jobs and 12 reported work in nonagricultural jobs, principally manufacturing and low-skill services.

Of

all workers in California, 89 percent were paid an hourly wage and the
others were paid a piece-rate wage.

Gross Earnings

Hood River
The gross earnings of the Mexican migrant workers interviewed in
Hood River can be subdivided into two types -- that earned in the apple
and pear harvest and that earned in various jobs prior to harvest.

For

employment during the harvest period, workers reported a mean daily
earnings of $40.40 and an average work-day of 8.5 hours (Table 5).
represented an average wage of $4.76 per hour for harvest work.

This

Workers

reported an average work week of 6.2 days, which resulted in a mean weekly
earnings of $243 per worker.

The mean number of weeks worked at harvest

jobs was 5.9, resulting in an average gross earnings of $1,483 during
the fruit harvest period.
A total of 46 workers also had jobs prior to harvest in Hood River.
The average hourly wage in pre-harvest agricultural work, $3.42 per hour,
was $1.34 per hour less than the average harvest wage of $4.76 per hour.
Also, the average hourly wage for non-agricultural work was $3.11, or
$0.31 per hour less than the pre-harvest wage in agriculture.
these differences were statistically significant.

Both of

Table 5.

a/
Estimated Mexican Worker Earnings and Employment Data by Type of Work in Hood River.—
Harvest

Prior to Harvest
Agriculture
(n=46)

(n=91)

Total

Non-agricultural
(n=2)

(n=91)£/

W

Hourly

$

4.76 jf

.24W

3.42 +

.18 W

3.31 +_

2.39

Average hrs/day worked

$

8.5

.1

8.2

.2

8.0

0

Daily

$

40.40 +_

1.98

28.28 +

1.76

26.50 +_

19.06

34.63 +_

1.56

Weekly

$ 243.15 +_

13.28

140.79 +

8.36

132.50 +

95.30

197.23 +

10.69

5.9

.9

Number of weeks employed
Total earnings ($)
a/

b/

c/

+_

+

$1483.27 + 244.31

15.7

+_

+

2.7

2137.91 + 355.09

5.0

+_

12.7

670.00 + 2160.05

4.10 +_

.17

8.4

.1

13.9

_+

b7

2.4

2569.05 + 430.61

The reader is cautioned that multiplying one mean value by another mean value wil 1 not necessarily equal
a third mean value. For example, multiplying average weekly earnings and average total weeks worked
does not equal average total earnings. An inequality may occur if the two variab les are correlated; that
is, if those with high weekly earnings worked more (or fewer) weeks than did thos e with low weekly
earnings.
Workers were asked to state their (1) average daily earnings, (2) average hours w orked per day, (3) average days worked per week, (4) total weeks of employment and unemployment, and (5) hourly wage if applicable. Values were then computed, for each worker, for each of the other variable s shown above. Mean
values and confidence intervals were determined for each variable. As an example , mean daily earnings
during harvest were estimated at $40.40 for the sample of 91 workers, with a 95 p ercent chance that the
mean value for the population of all Mexican migrant workers in Hood River was be tween $38.48 and
$42.32 per day.
Two workers surveyed had less than one week of employment in Hood River and were not included in these
calculations.
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Combining the data for harvest and pre-harvest earnings, an estimate
of total Hood River earnings was calculated.
the mean wage was $4.10 per hour.

For all work in Hood River,

With an average work day of 8.4 hours

and estimated work week of 5.8 days, means of $34.63 per day and $197 per
week were computed.

On the average, workers were employed a total of

13.9 weeks in Hood River and worked for 2.2 employers.

During this period,

he or she earned a total of $2,569.
The following salient points were also determined from the survey
concerning the work of Mexican migrants in Hood River.

Unemployment:

On the average, each worker was unemployed a total

of 2.8 weeks while in Hood River.

When added to the average work period

(13.9 weeks), this results in a total period of stay at Hood River of
16.7 weeks (roughly from June through October, 1978) and an average unemployment rate of about 17 percent.
Minimum Wage:

Of the 91 workers who had harvest earnings in Hood

River, only two had an average hourly wage below the 1978 Federal minimum
agricultural wage of $2.30 per hour.

During the pre-harvest period, none

had earnings below the minimum agricultural wage and only one below the
general minimum wage of $2.65.
Harvest Versus Pre-Harvest Work:

Approximately 47 percent of those

surveyed were employed only in harvest work.

Others also had work in the

pre-harvest period.
Agricultural Versus Non-Agricultural Employment:

Only two of 91

persons (2.2 percent) had worked at non-agricultural jobs.
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Elsewhere in Oregon

Eight of the 93 interviewed in Hood River had also worked in some
other Oregon location (Table 6).

Six had one job only and two persons

had two jobs; all but one of these jobs (87 percent) were in agriculture.
Workers earned an average of $24.62 per day and worked an average of 7.8
hours per day, which represents an average wage of $3.01 per hour.

Using

five days per week as an estimate of average number of days worked, an
estimate of $123 as mean weekly earnings was calculated.

The eight

workers were employed an average of 9.9 weeks and thereby had average
total earnings of $1,189.

The following information was also inferred

from the sample.

Unemployment:

Bach worker was unemployed an average of 2.1 weeks

during the period in Oregon prior to coming to Hood River, or approximately 17 percent of the average 12-week period.
Agricultural Versus Non-Agricultural Wage:

No statistically signi-

ficant difference between the agricultural wage ($3.01 per hour) and
non-agricultural wage ($3.00 per hour) was found.
Minimum Wage:

None of the jobs held elsewhere in Oregon had an

hourly wage below the $2.30 per hour minimum agricultural wage level.
Two agricultural jobs (25 percent) were paid below the general minimum
wage of $2.65 per hour.
California

Twenty-six of the Mexican migrant workers interviewed in Hood River
had worked in California prior to the harvest in Hood River (Table 6).

Table 6.

Estimated Mexican Worker Earnings and Employment Data by Type of I'.'ork Elsewhere in Oregon and in California.
Elsev.here in Oregon
Agriculture
(n=7)

Non -agriculture

(n=S}

Cal ifornia

All hork
(n = 8)

$/llr.

3.01

+

0.50

3.00

3.01 *

Average Hrs./Day Worked

7.9

+

0.9

8.0

7.9

S/Day
Weeks Employed
$/Week
Weeks Unemployed
Total Earnings (S)
a/
—

24.71 +
9.1

+

123.57 +
2.4

1102.14

+
+

5.91
7.9

24.00
32.0

29.57

120.00

1.6

4.0

945.00

3840.00

0.41
.7

*_

24.62 *
9.9

+

123.12 *_
2.1

Agriculture
(n=16)

♦

24.78

1189.37 ♦ 1098.00

2.59

t

.30

3.10

_

.46

8.2

.4

8.9

1

.9

8.5

.5

4.86

20.92

2.11

25.87

.^.
*

12.2

+

2.S

129.56

♦

16. SO

*_

♦

146.79 ♦
2.1

1.5

♦_

5.6

12.7

24.33

104.58

1.1

2.3

1342.92 ■► 414.00

Two workers in California had employment both in agriculture and non-agricultural jobs.

*£'

.59

10.2

9.1

All
(n=:

3.60 ^

29.36 +

4.96

.\'on- agriculture
(n=12)

1319.37

1

.39

10.54

1

1.1

347.00

2.3

1451.73

1

*

3.56

.8

547.00
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On the average, a worker in California made $3.10 per hour, worked an
average of 8.5 hours per day and had daily earnings of $25.87.

Using an

estimated work week of five days, they earned $129 per week over an average of 12.2 weeks of employment.
in California of $1,432.

This amounts to a total average earnings

The sample data also included information on the

following.
Unemployment:

On the average, a worker was unemployed for 2.3 weeks,

or approximately 16 percent of the average total time in California
(14.5 weeks) .

Minimum Wage:

For all work combined, seven workers (27 percent)

were paid a lower wage than the agricultural minimum wage of $2.30; ten
(38 percent) were paid a lower wage than the general minimum wage of
$2.65.

Separating agriculture from non-agricultural work, 12 percent of

agricultural workers were paid below the minimum agricultural wage; in
non-agricultural sectors, 58 percent were paid below the $2.65 minimum
wage.

Agriculture Versus Non-Agricultural Wages:

The average hourly wage

in agriculture ($3.60 per hour) was significantly higher than the average
hourly wage of $2.39 in non-agricultural employment.

Agriculture Versus Non-Agricultural Jobs:

The 26 workers had a total

of 35 jobs while in California, or an average of 1.4 jobs per person.
Twenty-two (63 percent) of these jobs were in the agricultural sector and
13 were in various non-agricultural sectors.
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Total Earnings - January through October 1978

The aggregated gross earnings estimates for all work done during
1978 to the time of the survey are summarized in Table 7.

From January

through October, 1978, the average Mexican worker in Hood River had been
in the United States for 20.7 weeks.

He (or she) had been employed for

18.1 weeks (87 percent of the time) and had an overall average wage of
$3.81 per hour and total gross earnings of $3,053 during the nine-month
period.

Also significant were:

Minimum Wage:

For all work combined, both agricultural and non-

agricultural, 95 percent of the sampled workers were paid wages above
the minimum wage of $2.65 per hour; 97 percent were above the $2.30
minimum agricultural wage.

Agriculture Versus Non-Agricultural Work:

Ninety-nine (99) percent

of all Hood River jobs held by Mexican migrants were in agriculture.
Elsewhere in Oregon, 90 percent of all jobs were in agriculture.

In

California, 63 percent of all jobs were in agriculture.

Anticipated Earnings (October - December, 1978)

Workers at Hood River were interviewed in early October 1978, while
the harvest was at its peak with regard to total employment.

Eighty-two

workers anticipated further work in Hood River, most working at least
until the end of the harvest (about an additional five weeks).

Some

planned to continue working in the U.S. after harvest but most planned to
return to Mexico before Christmas (see page 74 ).

For the purpose of

further analysis, an estimate was made of anticipated earnings from the date
of the survey through either (1) the worker's return to Mexico, or (2) the
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Table 7.

Estimated Mexican Worker Earnings and Employment Data for all
Work from January 1 through October 1, 19 78.

January-October 1978
(Number of respondents = 92)
$/Hr.
Average Hrs./Day Worked
$/Day
$/Week
Weeks Employed
Weeks Unemployed
Total Earnings ($)

$ 3.81 +_
8.4

+

$32.13 +_

.18
.1
1.51

$182.70 +_ 13.81
18.1

+

2.6

2.6

■*

.5

$3053.50 + 447.85
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end of the calendar year.

This estimate was made using the respondent's

actual harvest wage for work through October 30 (when it was assumed that
harvest work would end) and the respondent's pre-harvest wage for any work
to be done in November or December.
On the average, workers anticipated working in Hood River for 4.6
weeks beyond the time of the interview, or through early November.
this time, a worker could expect to earn an average of $799.

During

Adding these

anticipated earnings to the actual earnings through October 1, an estimated
gross earnings of $3,909 per worker was calaculated for an estimated
22.6 weeks of work from the worker's arrival in the U.S. through the end
of 1978.
Expenses

In addition to transportation costs (Table 4), each worker incurred
expenses during his or her work period at Hood River (Table 8).

Food re-

presented the greatest single expense item for most workers with an average weekly expenditure of $25.31 on food items.

Only one person (one

percent) reported making any payments for rent or housing.

Of special

note were the payments by workers to "coyotes", usually a time payment
for prior transportation from the Mexican border to Hood River.

Auto-

mobile and clothing costs were reported for one-third of the sample.
Forty-one workers (44 percent) said taxes -- primarily Social Security
and Workman's Compensation -- were taken out of their salaries; they reported an average weekly withholding of $18.10.

Overall, workers had

average weekly expenses of $54.73 while in Hood River.

Table S.

Weekly Expenses in Hood River for October, 1978 for Those Who Reported the
Expense and for the Entire Sample.
For those who reported the expense

For the

entire

sampie

(n=93)
Average
Food
Housing

$25.31 +_ 1.65

90

$24.49

7.00

1

.07 +_

.15

Clothing

20.00

31

6.67 +_ 2.44

Automobile

11.06

27

3.21 +_ 1.73

"Coyote"

30.84

6

1.99 +_ 1.64

Beer, liquor

6.62

35

2.49^

.72

Entertainment

8.16

27

2.37+^

.82

Other

12.86

24

3.32 _+ 1.32

Taxes

18.10 +_ 1.58

41

7.98

Total Weekly Expenses

54.73 + 4.30

91

53.55
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Net Earnings Estimate

The information on gross earnings can be combined with the reported
weekly expenses to make estimates of net earnings—

(Tables 9 and 10).

Some caution must be used in interpreting these data.

Expense information

was collected only for Hood River; the use of these data to estimate expenses in other locations in Oregon, California, and other areas (as was
done here) requires an assumption of similar demands and costs in all
areas.

These estimates of net earnings must therefore be viewed as

approximations.
In Hood River, average net earnings.were $191.77 per week for harvest
work and $85.98 per week for pre-harvest work, which represents 77 percent and 61 percent of gross weekly earnings in harvest and pre-harvest
work, respectively.

Over the entire harvest period at Hood River and

before interviewing, each worker had an average total net earnings of
$1,115 for approximately six weeks of work.

For those migrants who also

had employment in Hood River prior to harvest, average net earnings were
$1,268 for approximately 15.5 weeks of work which was in addition to their
earnings for harvest work.

Overall, the average total net earnings in

the Hood River area during 1978 (prior to the survey) was $1,732 for
approximately 17 weeks in Hood River, including 14 weeks of work and
2.8 weeks of unemployment.
Using the gross earnings estimates for areas other than Hood River
in conjunction with the expense data from Hood River, an estimate of net

—
Net earnings is here used in a restricted sense as that portion of
gross earnings which is not immediately spent on living expenses (food,
housing, clothing, transportation, entertainment, etc.). For Mexican
aliens, this represents an upper limit on possible savings and remittances
sent to relatives in Mexico.
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Table 9.

listiiiiated Net Earnings, Weekly and Total, for Mexican Workers
in Hood River and Elsewhere in the U.S. Prior to Interview.—

Number of
workers

Average
($)

Hood River
For harvest period
Weekly
Total

12.64

89

1115.32 +_ 197.99

89

$ 191.77 +_

For pre-harvest period
Weekly
Total

6.94

47

1267.76 +_ 198.18

47

85.98 +

For all time in Hood River
Weekly
Total

10.41

89

1732.21 + 283.35

89

772.68 + 205.81

30

144.82 +_

Other U.S. Areas
Total

a/

Numbers of workers are often lower than those used for gross earnings
estimates due to the lack of data on one or more of the components of
these estimates.
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Table

10. Estimated Average Net Earnings of Mexican Workers to
October 1, 1978 and to December 31, 19 78, Both Before and
After Accounting for Tranportation Costs.

Average
($)

Number of
workers

Total Net Earnings
January 1 - October 1, 1978

1984.24 + 297.69

89

.a/

Total Net Earnings Less Transportation CostsEst. January 1 - October 1, 1978

1739.20 +_ 299.96

89

Anticipated Net Earnings
54.59

80

Anticipated 1978 Net Earnings

2533.61 + 329.01

80

Anticipated 1978 Net Earnings Less
Transportation Costs—

2191.11 + 332.07

80

October 1 - December 31, 1978

a/
—

—

551.84 +

Includes one-way transportation costs from Mexico to Hood River
(estimated average, $243).
Includes transportation cost both to and from Mexico to Hood River
(estimated average, $343).
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earnings in areas other than Hood River was approximated for 30 workers
who worked elsewhere.

With an average working time of 12 weeks, these

workers had an estimated average total net earnings of $773 prior to
coming to Hood River, approximately 49 percent of gross earnings.
Combining the net earnings data for all areas, average total net
earnings for Hood River Mexican migrant workers were calculated for the
period from January through October, 1978.

For an average length of stay

in the U.S. of 21 weeks, average net earnings were $1,984 for the average
worker in the sample.

This represents approximately 64.1 percent of

total gross earnings during the period.

When transportation cost esti-

mates to Hood River were subtracted for each worker, total net earnings
through October were estimated to be $1,740 per worker.

Anticipated

net earnings beyond the time of interview were calculated to be $552;
when added to realized net earnings of $1,984, annual net earnings for
1978 were therefore $2,534 before subtracting any transportation costs
and $2,191 after subtracting round-trip transportation costs to and from
the Mexican border.

Savings

Three measures of savings by workers were included in the survey
questionnaire.

These were, (1) estimated weekly savings while in Hood

River, (2) estimated weekly remittances by workers to their families
in Mexico, and (3) estimated total savings since Christmas, 1977 (Table 11).
In total, workers estimated that they were able to save or send to Mexico
between $800 and $900 during the first ten months of 1978.

These esti-

mates represent about 50 percent of the total net earnings in Hood River
during the same period.

This implies that (1) savings were under-estimated.
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Table H.

Estimated Average Weekly and Total Savings and Remittances
Sent to Mexico by Mexican Workers Interviewed in Hood
River.&'

Average
($)

Number of
respondents

_
Weekly savings in Hood River—

62.55 + 10

56

Weekly remittances sent to, .
Mexico while in Hood Rivei>-

52.83 _+

52

6

c/
Total savings in Northwest—
(estimated by respondent)

804.07 + 218

54

Total dollars sent to
relatives in Mexico (cal, ,
culated: weekly remittancestimes total weeks employed
in Northwest)

900.21 + 232

52

a/
—

—

c/

d/

"Of the money you earn per week, about how much are you generally
able to save?"
"How much money do you send your family from here?"
"How much altogether, were you able to save since last Christmas?"
This corresponds closely to the calculated total savings using the
weekly savings estimation.
An ambiguity exists in the data results as to how savings and remittances were understood by those surveyed. Several workers
apparently included savings in their estimate of money sent to
relatives in Mexico while other workers separated the two. As such,
there is a possibility of double counting between the estimates that
could not be disentangled from the results.
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(2) average weekly expenses were under-estimated, and/or (3) some money
had been retained by the worker and not yet accounted for as savings or
remittances to Mexico.

It is impossible from the data gathered to deter-

mine which of these is the most likely explanation.

Opportunity Earnings in Mexico

One-half of the sample (47 workers) responded to questions concerning
their work experiences when last in Mexico.

Others either had no work

experience when last in Mexico or did not answer the question.

Of those

with reported work experience in Mexico, 44 percent had worked in agriculture, 40 percent in trade or manufacturing, and 14 percent in other
jobs (government, military, miscellaneous business).—

Average gross

earnings in Mexico were $21.36 per week (conversion rate:

$1 equal to

22 pesos) with agricultural workers earnings slightly less than this
(Table 12).
Forty-one persons gave information as to what they would be doing if
they had been in Mexico at the time of the survey.

Five (12 percent)

said they would be unable to find any work in Mexico.

Thirty-six (88 per-

cent) said they would be working in Mexico and would have an estimated
31.9 weeks of employment on the average had they not come to the U.S.—
—

Two percent did not state their type of employment in Mexico.

II
—
It is not entirely clear how respondents interpreted questions concerning employment opportunities in Mexico. An ambiguity in the data
exists as to whether work in Mexico was viewed as complementary to or
competitive with U.S. employment opportunities. This led to a relaxation
of the original assumption of "foregone Mexican earnings" below the
section entitled "Estimation of the Earnings Differential".
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Table 12.

Estimated Average Weekly and Yearly Gross liarnings of Mexican
Workers Had They Remained in Mexico .£/
Average

Number

Estimated Weekly Earnings

21.36 +

2.38

42

For agriculture work

21.19 +_

2.62

21

For non-agricultural work

21.71 +

3.46

21

28.00 +^

3.95

41

Estimated Weeks Employed per Year
Employment probable
With no probable employment

b/
—

36

0.0

' 5

656.06 +

52.13

36

Agricultural

624.15 +_

59.13

24

Non-agri cu1tural

719.89 + 106.06

12

Estimated Yearly Earnings

a/

31.9

An exchange rate of U.S. $1 = 22 Mexican pesos was used for these
estimates.
The reader is cautioned that multiplying one mean value by another
mean value will not necesarily equal a third mean value. An inequality may occur if the two variables are correlated.
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Combining the employment, information with the above earnings data of
$21.36 per week, annual agricultural earnings in Mexico were estimated
at $624 per worker, and non-agricultural earnings (principally in trade
and manufacturing) were estimated at $720 per year for each worker.

Estimation of the Earnings Differential

Complete information on both the U.S. and Mexican earnings was
available for only 35 workers from the sample, 34 of whom had been determined to be illegal Mexican aliens.

The initial assumption made in this

study was that employment in the U.S. would be an alternative to employment in Mexico, not a supplement to it.

The earnings differential for

each worker was therefore calculated by subtracting foregone earningis in
Mexico from total net earnings in the U.S.

For the period of January

through October , 1978 (prior to the interview). Earnings Differential I
was calculated (Table 13, Figure 3).
per worker was $1,464.

The average earnings differential

Among all workers, 83 percent had a positive

earnings differential, implying that they already had net earnings in
the U.S. that exceeded foregone gross earnings in Mexico for all of 1978.
By combining net earnings to October 1978 with anticipated net earnings
for the remainder of 1978, a yearly U.S. net earnings estimate was calculated and used to estimate two additional earnings differentials.

Earnings

Differential II, which excludes any transportation costs, shows 88 percent
of the workers with a positive differential and with a mean value of
$1,889.

When total transportation costs are subtracted (Earnings Differ-

ential III), the average was $1,552; 85 percent of the sample here had a
positive differential.
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Table 13.

Estimated Average Earnings Differentials Between Net U.S.
Earnings Estimates and Gross Mexican Earnings for Mexican
Workers in Hood River, 1978.

Average

Number of
Respondents

Assuming that all 1978
Mexican Earnings were
sacrificed:
Earnings Differential I(see Figure 3)

$1463.68 + 512

35

Earnings Differential
Diffe:
II(see Figure 4)

1888.80 + 528

33

1551.68 +_ 538

33

Earnings Differential IV-^
(see Figure 6)

2216.55 + 463

33

Diffe:
Earnings Differential
V-^ •
(see,Figure 7)

1879.43 + 472

33

c/
Earnings Differential III(see Figure 5)
Allowing for some Mexican
earnings during 1978:

Calculated using net U.S. earnings realized prior to survey date
(i.e., January 1 through October 1, 1978) and excluding all transportation costs.
Calculated using net U.S. earnings anticipated for all of 1978,
excluding transportation costs.

c/

Calculated using net U.S. earnings anticipated for all of 1978,
including transportation costs.
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The finding that 15 percent of the sample had a negative differential (thus implying a negative economic incentive to migrate and seek
employment in the U.S. for this group) led to an examination of the
characteristics of those workers with a low or negative differential.

It

was discovered that all workers with a negative differential had worked
in tne U.S. only a short time (between four and six weeks prior to the
interview) and led to a re-evaluation of the original assumption.

An

alternative assumption was made that some workers might actually have been
employed in both countries during the year, rather than having to sacrifice
any or all earnings in Mexico.

Using this assumption, an estimate of

Mexican opportunity earnings was calculated for each worker wliich corrected
for the length of stay in the U.S.:

for those in the U.S. only half of

the year, only half of the annual earnings estimate for Mexico was used as
foregone earnings.

This estimate was used in the calculation of Earnings

Differentials IV and V (Table 13, Figures 6 and 7).

This procedure in-

creased the estimate of average earnings differential by about $350, or
about 20 percent above the previous estimates.

It also resulted in a

positive earnings differential for all workers in the sample.
There is insufficient data from that collected at Hood River to
determine which of these two assumptions is most realistic.

By making

either assumption, however, the differential between U.S. net earnings and
Mexican gross earnings for 1978 was approximately three times as large as
estimated foregone earnings in Mexico.

This would seem to confirm the

existence of a substantial earnings incentive for illegal migration.
Access to U.S. Social Services

Use of social service programs by Mexican workers while in the U.S.
was very limited.

Of all 93 workers interviewed, none had applied for
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unemployment compensation or for welfare benefits.
applied for food stamps (he had received them).

Only one worker had

Although 46 percent of

the sample had been ill at least once while in the U.S., only 57 percent
of those who were ill reported having seen a doctor or visited a medical
facility.

The 93 workers had a total of 65 children, but only 19 (29 per-

cent) of these were with the worker in the U.S.

As the workers had been

in the U.S. primarily during the summer months and most planned to return
to Mexico by Christmas, it can be assumed that the use of public school
facilities was minimal.
In contrast to the limited use of social services, 44 percent of the
sample said taxes were being regularly withheld from their earnings, with
an average weekly deduction of approximately $18.10.

For the total

working period in the U.S. (assuming that taxes were withheld in other
areas at a similar rate), an average of about $580 would have been withheld from the gross pay of the average worker during the total stay in
the U.S.

Future Plans
Eighty workers planned to continue working in Hood River for an
average of 4.6 weeks.

Sixty-five percent of those interviewed believed

that they would be home in Mexico by Christmas of 1978.

The others

planned to continue working in Oregon, Washington, or California.

In

the years ahead, 82 percent of the sample said they planned on continuing migrant agricultural work in the U.S.

Others said they hoped

to find employment in some trade or manufacturing field (65 percent) or
to start their own business in Mexico (23 percent).
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8/
Comparison of Illegal and Legal Mexican Aliens—

About 84 percent of the sample were judged to be illegal Mexican
aliens.

As such, it is not surprising that the sample data would primarily

reflect the characteristics of this large segment of the sample.

Signi-

ficant differences between legal and illegal workers were confined for
the most part to demographic and migration characteristics rather than to
earnings data.

On the average, legal Mexican workers tended to be some-

what older, with more schooling, and less predominantly male.

They were

much more likely to be both married and with children, and to travel as a
family.

Fewer legal workers had been employed when last in Mexico (where

they did primarily non-agricultural work) and most were from urban areas.
Legal workers had more years of migrant experience, and many planned to
end migrant work in the near future.

The wage rates paid to legal workers

did not differ significantly from those paid to illegal workers, but they
did tend to have higher total earnings (both gross and net) due to a
longer period of employment in the U.S.

The periods of unemployment for

legal and illegal workers were not significantly different (each group was
unemployed about IS percent of the time while in the U.S.).

Finally, the

earnings differentials calculated above were based on data from illegal
aliens and are therefore representative only of those in the U.S. illegally.

8/
—

For more information on these comparisons, see Appendix I.
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CHAPTER V

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

Summary of Results

This study represents an attempt to estimate the average net earnings
of illegal Mexican aliens who were employed in Hood River, Oregon, during
the fall harvest in 1978, and to compare these earnings with the amount
the workers would likely have earned in Mexico had they not come to the
U.S.

A random sample of 96 Mexican aliens who were employed as harvest

laborers were interviewed for information on estimated earnings and costs
in the U.S., opportunity cost earnings in Mexico, and migration and demographic characteristics.

It was estimated that 84 percent of the sample -

were, in fact, illegal Mexican aliens.
The Mexican aliens in the sample were generally young, single men
in their mid-20's with little formal education.

They were mostly from

rural areas of the central plateau region of Mexico where they had prior
employment as agricultural laborers.

Each had about six years of migrant

experience in the U.S., on the average, and most planned to continue in
the same type of work.
Tnose sampled had generally arranged for their transportation to the
U.S. at the Mexican border and paid about $250 for the total costs of
transportation directly to Hood River.

They had usually walked across the

Mexican border and traveled in private vehicles with friends.
Until the date of the interviews in early October 1978, those surveyed had an average employment of 18 weeks at three jobs in the U.S.,
with mose employment in the agricultural sectors of Oregon and California.
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During this time, workers had an average gross earnings of $3,053 and
were able to net, after expenses, about $1,740.

Most workers planned to

continue working in Hood River for another five weeks.

They expected to

earn about $800 during this time, of which they could net $552.

Total

net earnings in the U.S. were estimated to be $2,191 for an average total
stay of seven months.
Earnings information from Mexico was available for 36 workers who
estimated their annual Mexican earnings at $656 per year.
differentials were calculated for each worker.

Five earnings

The first three were based

on the assumption that the workers could have been employed only in
Mexico or the U.S. during the year (and not both) and were calculated as
the difference between total U.S. net earnings and gross Mexican earnings.
O
The average earnings differential was $1,552 for the 1978 calendar year;
85 percent of the workers had a positive differential.

By assuming that

Mexican aliens could have worked in both countries during a year long
period, two otlier earnings differentials were calculated.

These were about

20 percent higher than the first three differentials with an average estimated at $1,879 for the year.

These final two differentials were also

both positive for all workers in the study.
An assessment was made of the use of U.S. social services by the
Mexican workers who were interviewed.

Although many had taxes withheld

from their earnings, it was found that they made virtually no use of
social services such as food stamps, welfare, and unemployment compensation, and made only limited use of medical services in the U.S.

The data

also gave an indication that the use of public education by the dependents
of Mexican aliens was minimal.
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Finally, a comparison was made between those Mexican aliens who
were assessed as being in the U.S. legally versus those in the U.S.
illegally.

Due to the large percentage of illegals in the total sample

(84 percent), the data for illegals were not significantly different from
the data for the entire sample for most information.

Legal aliens tended

to be older, slightly better educated, and more experienced as migrant
workers.

They were much more likely to have families and to be traveling

with their families and children.

They also tended to originate from

urban areas in Mexico where they usually had non-agricultural prior employment.

Few statistically significant differences were found between

the U.S. earnings of legal and illegal Mexican aliens.

Those differences

that did exist only suggested a longer period of U.S. employment for
legal workers.

The earnings differentials could be calculated only for

one legal alien and tiierefore are only representative for illegal Mexican
aliens.

Discussion and Implications

The hypothesis tested in this thesis concerns the importance of the
earnings differential between the U.S. and Mexico as a possible motivational factor for illegal Mexican migration.

Based on the data collected

at Hood River and presented in Chapter IV, these data support the hypothesis that the earnings differential is large enough to motivate considerable illegal migration.

The data indicate that illegal Mexican aliens

in Hood River had gross earnings of approximately six-times their foregone
Mexican earnings by working in the U.S. for roughly the same period of
time.

Accounting for expenses that the illegal aliens face in the U.S.

reduced this amount to four-times their foregone earnings.

Whether or
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not most illegal Mexican aliens must in fact sacrifice employment in
Mexico in order to travel and seek employment in the U.S. was undetermined.

In any case, this does not alter the conclusion that the earnings

differential is substantial.
Although the data collected at Hood River are applicable in a strict
sense only to the population from which the sample was drawn (as defined
in Chapter III), the findings are suggestive of a more wide-spread
phenomenon.

Possibly more important, these findings are useful in com-

parison with data from those prior studies discussed in Chapter II to
generate a better understanding of the illegal migration.

In general, the

demographic description of the illegal Mexican aliens in this study, including statistics on age, sex, educational background, family status,
home area, and Mexican occupation, are in close agreement with earlier
studies.

In addition, the reported methods of travel, the use of "coyotes"

for transportation, and the costs for transportation are also in concurrence
with prior data.

The earnings data, however, are often different from

the findings of prior research.

Some specific implications that can be

drawn from this study in conjunction with earlier studies include the
following.
(1)

The U.S. gross earnings of illegal Mexican aliens are high by
most measures.

Estimated hourly and weekly earnings seem to

parallel the higher estimates made by Rochin (1978) and are
generally well above the minimum wage level.

Estimated annual

earnings of about $4,000 are considerably higher than the estimate made by Bustamante (1977) and closer to the Villalpando
(1977) estimate (see Table 1).
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(2)

Living expenses for illegal Mexican aliens while in the U.S.
are estimated at about $220 per month, about twice as high as
that estimated by Bustamante (1977), and much higher than his
estimate of expenses in Mexico.

(3)

Net earnings after expenses for illegal Mexican aliens in the
U.S. are high relative to potential Mexican earnings, and on
average over four times as large.

Most illegal Mexican aliens

are able to save or send to relatives in Mexico at least half
of this amount (estimated at about $900).

This estimated

amount of savings is twice as large as the estimate made by
Cornelius (1977) and even higher than the estimates of others
(see Table 1) .

(4)

There is considerable variation in potential earnings in different regions of the U.S. and in different types of employment.
Agricultural wages tend to be higher than non-agricultural wages
for illegal Mexican aliens, due possibly to piece-rate wages.
This finding runs contrary to the conclusions reached in most
prior studies (North and Houstoun, 1976a; Samora, 1971, et al.)
and supports Cornelius* (1979) assertion that illegal Mexican
aliens are diligent and highly productive workers.

(5)

Employment and earnings opportunities for illegal Mexican aliens
in Mexico are constrained; average annual employment is only
seven months and average weekly earnings are lower for most
workers than their average daily earnings in the U.S.

These

estimates are consistent -with the findings of Cornelius (1977)
and Rochin (1978).
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(6)

There are few indications of employer exploitation of illegal
Mexican aliens.

With the exception of non-agricultural work

in California, wages generally tend to be well above the minimum wage level.

Little wage discrimination was found between

legal and illegal workers.

In general, workers expressed satis-

faction with their employment and working conditions.

These

findings are contrary to those of Samora (1971) and North and
Moustoun (1976a) but similar to the data collected by Cornelius
(1979) and Rochin (1978).

(7)

Illegal Mexican alien employment is almost entirely confined to
the secondary labor sector, with much of this in agriculture.
Most illegal Mexican aliens could also be accurately classified
as temporary workers.

These points are in agreement with the

conclusions of most prior field research.

(8)

Illegal Mexican aliens appear from this study to have a much
more limited geographic mobility than suggested in prior studies.
Most of them in this study traveled directly to a single location of employment and returned directly to Mexico after their
employment.

This is indicative of a high degree of regional

isolationism in which migration to a single location for employment is not rare.

(9)

The various costs and risks associated with illegal Mexican migration appear to be relatively low when compared with the anticipated gain.

Most illegal Mexican aliens do make use of "coyotes"

for their transportation arrangements, a possible indication that
this form of transportation is less risky and more certain of obtaining employment in the U.S. for the Mexican alien.
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(10)

Illegal Mexican aliens make very little use of social service
programs while in the U.S.

Hie use of health facilities and

public education also appears to be slight.

On the other hand,

taxes are withheld from the earnings of many.

This supports

Villalpando's (1977) conclusion that social service costs for
illegal Mexican aliens are less than their tax contributions.

Suggestions for Further Research

The data collected at Hood River add considerable further information
to the existing literature on illegal Mexican migration, especially regarding the employment and earnings of illegal Mexican aliens in a
non-border region.

Much more data are required, however, before a thorough

understanding of illegal Mexican migration into the U.S. can be fully
understood.

(1)

Recommendations for further research include the following:

An assessment should be made of the specific data requirements
not met by the Hood River sample.

Future studies could include

information on many points left unresolved by this study.

(a) A

more in-depth understanding of the options faced by illegal
Mexican aliens needs elaboration, especially whether employment
in the U.S. is viewed by illegal Mexican aliens as an alternative
or a supplement to work in Mexico.

(b) An elaboration of other

benefits of U.S. employment to illegal aliens needs to be made,
such as training opportunities, better possibilities for advancement, and variations in the risk of apprehension associated with
different regions and types of employment.

(c) The role of

uncertainty in illegal migration decision-making could be examined, especially regarding the prior information available to
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illegal Mexican aliens on variable employment opportunities in
the U.S. and risk of apprehension.

(d) Specific data is needed

on how specific locations of employment in the U.S. are chosen
by illegal aliens.

(e) The determination of how wage payments

are made to illegal aliens (whether by check, cash, or other
form) would be useful as an indication of illicit activities on
the part of employers.

(f) The elaboration of the "coyote"

smuggling system is needed, including forms of payment, methods
of contact, and the coyote's importance in determining migration
patterns,

(g) Finally, the relative importance and particular

techniques of various border-crossing techniques needs to be
detailed.

(2)

In addition to these specific data requirements, further
empirical data from other areas in the Northwest and other nonborder areas of the U.S. and Mexico are needed to determine the
representativeness of the Hood River sample.

Further informa-

tion from other areas on illegal Mexican aliens' earnings, expenses, and opportunity costs in Mexico needs elaboration, as
well as migration and demographic data.
(3)

A model of demand factors for illegal Mexican aliens in various
sectors of the U.S. economy is also needed.

Information on both

the general demand conditions of various industries (including
types of employment, geographic locations, etc.) and the alternative labor and capital substitutions for illegal aliens needs
to be elaborated.

This should include specific data as to the

displacement of domestic laborers in the U.S. (including the
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issue of illegal Mexican aliens as a preferred sources of labor
compared to the domestic labor force) and the feasibility of
technological labor replacement in specific industries.

The

role of U.S. welfare measures in possibly setting an artificial
floor on the domestic labor supply also should be investigated.

(4)

There is a need for detailed information on the roles of various
institutional structures in supporting illegal migration.

These

include tiie "coyote system", family and ethnic networks, employment and welfare agencies, legal and law enforcement institutions, and government agencies.

To date, the role of these in-

stitutions in directly and indirectly supporting (and even
allegedly promoting) illegal Mexican migration has remained
largely conjectural in the literature (Stoddard, 1976a).

Conclusions
As indicated in Chapter I, the migration of Mexican nationals into
the U.S. is not a. new phenomenon.

Patterns of temporary migration and

permanent immigration have continued for over 50 years as a result of the
vast difference in individual opportunities that have existed in the two
countries.

During this period, networks of family, social, and employment

ties have been established between illegal Mexican aliens and U.S. citizens
that minimize the inherent risks of illegal migration.

In recent years,

the U.S. policy towards illegal Mexican migration could be characterized
as one of benign neglect in which only minimal attempts are made to halt
the flow of illegal aliens.

A Presidential commission established to

study the problem and make policy recommendations was unable to even determine whether the consequences of the migration were more positive or nega-
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tive for the U.S. as a whole.

In Mexico, meanwhile, periodic protests by

the Federal government as to the exploitation of her citizens in the U.S.
have been contrasted by a lack of any substantial measures to aid in the
coping with the problem.

A symbiotic relationship between a permissive

welfare structure in the U.S. and over-population in Mexico appears to
be contributing to the extent and rate of illegal Mexican migration.
This study has documented only one aspect of the illegal Mexican
migration phenomenon--the economic incentive for migration.

Regardless

of other supply and demand factors, the study suggests that a substantial
differential in earnings opportunities exists between the two countries,
providing a considerable impetus for illegal migration.

As most indica-

tions are that other factors in the two countries (such as a declining
U.S. secondary labor force and population growth in Mexico that neutralizes
most development gains) will be accentuated in the near future, there is
no indication that this impetus for illegal migration will disappear soon.
It appears that the issue of illegal migration which the U.S. and Mexican
governments have been unable to adequately resolve in the last decade
and a half will continue to intensify until some form of either unilateral
or bilateral policy will become a necessity.

Until that time, further

research on the illegal migration phenomenon will form a better basis
upon which policy options could be evaluated.
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A Comparison of Legal and Illegal Mexican Aliens
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A Comparison of Legal and Illegal Mexican Aliens

The purpose of this study was to determine the economic incentive
for illegal Mexican migration to the U.S.

As explained in Chapter III,

it was believed to be impossible to determine a definitive distinction
between legal and illegal Mexican aliens during the interview process.

Instead

a relatively subjective assessment was made on the part of the interviewer
as to the legal status of those interviewed.

When the data were separated

and compared on the basis of this criterion, several distinctions were
obtained by means of univariate t-tests at the (a = .05) level of significance (Table 14).

The significance of many of the comparisons is limited

by the small number of legal aliens in the sample.
Those persons in the sample assessed as being legal Mexican aliens
tended to be slightly older than the illegal aliens, were less likely to be
male, and had about one more year of schooling.

They were much more likely to

be married and to have children, and those having children were more likely
to be traveling with them in the U.S. (82 percent).

Although legal aliens

came from approximately the same states in Mexico as did the illegals,
they were much more likely to be from urban areas and from a non-agricultural
employment background.

Only one-third of the legal aliens had been

employed when last in Mexico, however.
The legal aliens also had more years of U.S. migrant labor experience
and, as could be expected, they had fewer prior difficulties with immigration and law enforcement authorities concerning their alien status.

Most

had arranged for some form of automobile or bus transportation across the
border and were more likely to have been employed in some other area before arriving in Hood River for harvest employment.

Fewer legal aliens
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Table 14.

Some Demographic and liarnings Data for Mexican Miens Interviewed in
Hood Uiver by Assessed Legal and Illegal Status.
\

Number interviewed

Legal
Mexican aliens

Illegal
Mexican aliens

15

Number interviewed

78

Demographic Data —
Age (years)
Sex (males)
Education (years)
Marital status
single
with children
children in Hood RiverFrom urban area
Agricultural employment (in Mexico)

31 (+ 4.1)-7
67% + 27%
5.2 (+ .8)
27%
60%
82%
71%
29%

+
+
+
+
+

25%
28%
27%
27%
27%

25.9 (+ 1-4)
94% + 0%
4.4 (+ -4)
69%
18%
11%
32%
62%

+
+
T
+
+

10%
8%
20%
11%
12%

a/
Migration Information —
Years of migrant experience
Prior difficulties with immigration
authorities
Walked across border
Traveled directly to Hood River from
Mexico
Plan to be in Mexico at Christmas, 1978;
Plan to continue migrant work

7.7 (+ 2.2)

5.3 (+ 1.2)

13% + 20%
27% + 25%

95% +■

40% + 28%
40% + 30%
4 7% + 28%

72% + 10%
70% + 10%
89% +_ 7%

40% + 11%
5%

Pamings and Employment Data —
$/hour (average for all employment)
$/day (average for all employment)
$/week (average for all employment)
Weeks of work (to 10/1/78)
Total earnings (to 10/1/78)
Total earnings (annual)
Average weekly expense
Total travel expense
Earnings sent to Mexico (per week)
Total net earnings (to 10/1/78)
Total net earnings (annual)

$3.72
$31.86
$175.61
20.4
$3,816
$4,906
$64.73
$338.33
$43.40

(+
(+
(+
(+
(+
(+
(+
(+
(+

.68)
5.58)
30.33)
6.8)
1,507)
1,782)
15)
30)
20)

$2,72 7 (+_ 925)
$3,024 (+ 1,018)

$3.82
$32.15
$184.42
17.7
$2,904
$3,704
$52.81
$346.47
$53.83

(+
(+
(+
(+
(+
(+
(+
(+
(+
$1,868 (+_
$2,044 (+

-17)
1.48)
11.18)
2.9)
460)
514)
4)
19)
7)
313)
348)

All variables were compared using a univariate t-test criterion and were
significantly different at the (a = .05) level on a two-tailed test. Pooled
variance of samples was used in most cases except when an P-tcst of the sample
variances (a = .05) indicated that separate variance should be used.
Values shown are group means with a 95 percent confidence interval in parentheses.

sJ
J/

Percentage of those having children only.
None of the earnings and employment estimates were significantly different (except for the two estimates of net earnings) at the (a=.05) level, using the
t-test criterion described in footnote a.
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than illegals planned on being back in Mexico by Christmas (only 53 percent) which possibly reflects a less-temporary stay in the U.S.

A majority

of legal aliens planned on discontinuing their migrant work in the near
future, unlike illegal aliens who planned to continue at migrant work for
some time.
With regard to employment and earnings in the U.S., the data for
legal and illegal Mexican aliens show much less contrast.

Legal aliens

were more likely to have had non-agricultural employment in the U.S., to
have had more jobs during 1978, and to have worked a longer time period
(an average of 20.4 weeks to October 1).

Estimates of average hourly

earnings, total gross earnings, and weekly expenses were not significantly
different for legal as opposed to illegal Mexican aliens.

Estimated

annual net earnings for legal aliens were somewhat higher than those for
illegals, apparently reflecting their longer period of employment.

Adequate

data on both U.S. and Mexican earnings were only available for one legal
alien and therefore no accurate assessment of the earnings differential
for legal aliens could be made.

The five estimates of earnings differ-

entials in Chapter IV therefore represent only the illegal Mexican aliens
in the sample.
An attempt to separate the data into legal and illegal groupings using
discriminant analysis had only limited success.

Only four variables were

found to be significant (a = .05) in distinguishing legal from illegal aliens
using ordinary least squares regression (years of migrant experience
and dummy variables for respondent's sex, having children, and planning to
continue migrant work).
to be significant.

None of the earnings and wage variables was found

A discriminant function using these four variables

misclassified 16 Mexican aliens or 21 percent of the total sample.
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These procedures suggest that differences between legal and illegal
Mexican aliens for the Hood River sample lie more in demographic factors
and migrant patterns than in any earnings differences.

It suggests also

that the U.S. earnings and possibly expenses of Mexican aliens while in
the U.S. are independent of their legal status.

These conclusions, how-

ever, are limited by the small number of legal aliens included in the
Hood River study, and further research is needed from other areas before
these comparisons can be.fully accepted as representative for all illegal
Mexican aliens.
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APPENDIX II

Survey Questionnaire
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OSU Migration Study:

Migrant Farm Workers

I'm
and I'm working for Oregon State University. We are
getting some information on people who work in agriculture and I'd like to visit
with you for a few minutes.
We're interested in finding out what kind of
they follow the crops through Oregon and how much
work. Since this is a research study, everything
dential. The results are tabulated for this area
person.

work people like yourself do as
money they make at this type of
you tell me is strictly confias a whole, and not for any one

There ir, o.:« other thing. The papers say there are quite a few illegal aliens
working in Orencn. Because of this, O.S.U. has asked that I not take down names or
addresses of t:;a paople I talk with.
I.

PRESENT AREA
First, I'd like to ask some questions about your work here in
(coiroiunity or area).

1.

Are you working here temporarily or is your home in the Northwest (Oregon,
Washington, or Idaho)?
Working here temporarily (Go to Q. 2)
Home in Northwest (DO MOT INTERVIEW)

2.

How long have you worked at your present job?

3.

What crops do you work with?_

4.

How are you paid for this work?

5.

Generally, how many hours per day do you work?

C.

How many days per week do you work?

7.

In an average day, about how much do you earn?_

8.

In general, how do you like this type of work?_

days/weeks
(CIRCLE ONE)

per

•
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-2Now I would like to ask some questions about your living costs.
9.

What type of housing do you live in?

10.

How much do you pay for this?

per day/wei

11.

About how much do you spend on food per week?

12.

Nh.ifc other major expenses do you have besides food and rent? Hownuch do
you spend on them?
Expense

Cost
per day/wee
_per day/weel
j>er day/weel
_per day/weel
_per day/week
_per day/week'

13.

Are taxes generally taken out of your wages?

14.

Of the money you earn per week, about how much are you generally eble to
save?

15.

per week)

per week

Have you worked for other farmers/contractors here in this area?
Yes (Go to Q. 16)

16.

Yes (

How many-other jobs have you had?

No (Skip to Q. 22)

Mo
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Job 1

Job 2

Job 3

17.

Ilhat kind of work
did you do?

13.

Mow were you paid?

19.

Ahfmf. l-iow many hours
|-.'r nay did you
av.—^oe?

20.

In an average day
about hnw niuch did
you earn?

21.

How lono did you
work at this job?

22.

Have there been any periods when you were out of work since you've been
in this area?

23.

days/week

_Yes (

j)er_

_per_

days/week

days/wks)

days/weef

No (Skip to Q. 24)

Did you receive any unemployinent pay for this tine?
Yes (

?A.

ner_

per week)

Are you travelinq alone (
(

No

), with friends (

), or with your family

)?

25.

How did you travel to get here?

26.

Mow much did this travel cost you?
(

From previous area

From the border)
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-4II.

PREVIOUS AREA
27.

Before you came to this area, what area were you in?_
(If "MEXICO", Skip to Q. 51)

Job 1

Job 2

Job 3

28.

What kind of work
did you do there?

29.

How were you paid?

30.

About how many
hours per day
did you averane?

31.

About how much did
you earn in an
average day?

32.

How long did you
work at that job?

33.

Where there any other periods of time when you were out of work?
Yes

34.

35.

per

per

days/wks

(

days/wks)

Did you receive any unemployment pay?

How did you travel to that area?

per_

days/wks

days/wks

Mo (Skip to Q. 35)

Yes (5

)

Mo
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-5III.

PREVIOUS AREA
36.

Before that area, where were you?_
(If "MEXICO", Skip to Q. 44)
Job 2

Job 1
37.

What kind of work
did you do there?

38.

How were you paid?

.39.

About how many
hours per day did
you average?

40.

About how much did
you earn in an
average day?

41.

How long did you
work at that job?

42.

Were there any other periods of time when you were out of work?
Yes

43.

(

_per_

_per_

_days/wks

days/wks)

How did you travel to that area?

_days/wks

No

Job 3

_per_

days/wks
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-GIV.

PAST YEAR (SUMMARY:
44.

COUNTING ALL JODS)

Since last Christmas, about how many weeks or months have you been here in
the Northwest?

45.
■

wks/months

About how much, altogether, do you think you were paid in all of this time?
$

46.

About how much, altogether, were you able to save? $_

47.

About how many weeks/months of this time were there that you didn't have a
job?

48.

wks/months

Did you ever apply for unemployment pay when you were not working?
Yes (

49.

didn't receive)

Mo

received

didn't receive)

Mo

Did you ever apply for welfare?
Yes (

V.

received

Did you ever apply for food stamps?
Yes (

50.

(If "NONF.", Skip to Q. 49)

^received

didn't receive)

No

FUTURE AREAS
51.

Mow much longer do you think you'll be working in this area?_

52.

Then where do you think you'll move on to?
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-7VI.

FAMILY
53.

Now, I'd like to ask some other types of questions.
married?

Yes

Ho (Skip to Q. 57)

54.

How many children do you have?

55.

Is your family with you here?

56.

Do they ever travel with you?

57.

Do you send your family money from here?
Yes ($

53.

Yes (Skip to Q. 58)

per wk/month)

tlo

Have you been sick at all since you've been in the Northwest?
No (Skip to Q. 60)

Did you go to a clinic or doctor for this?
Yes

VII.

No
Ho

Yes

Yes
59.

First of all, are you

Mo

liORK IM MEXICO
HO (Skip to Q.72)

60.

Have you yourself ever been in Mexico?

Yes

61.

How long ago was that?

(If more than 5 years ago.
Skip to Q. 70)

62.

Did you work there?

63.

Did you work for someone else (
both (

)?

yrs/months
Yes

No (Skip to Q. 67)
) or were you self-employed (___) or
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-864.

What type of work did you do there?_

65.

In an average week there, how much did you earn?

66.

Do you owqn any property, machinery, or land?

Yes

No

What is that?

67.

If you were in Mexico now, what type of work would you probably be doing?

fiR.

How many weeks would there be in a year when you would be out ofvork?

69.

When.you came from Mexico to the U.S., how did you cross the border?

70.

Have you ever had problems with immigration authorities while in the U.S.?
What was that?

71.

Have any other people that you v/ork with had problems with the immigration
authorities?
How many?
What happened to them?

^
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-9VIII.

GFNERAL
72.

Now, I'd like to finish up with a few general questions.

First, what is

your age?

73.

How many years of school did you attend (if any)?

74.

What is your home (town/area)?_

75.

Is your home in a rural area (

76.

About how many years have you been doing migrant farm work in the Northwest?

77.

About your future plans, do you plan on continuing to do migrant farm
work (

70.

), in a village (

), or in a city (

) or do you plan to change into some other type of work (

)?

)?

do you think you'll be back in Mexico by this Christmas?
Probably

Don't know

Probably not

[lot Applicable
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INTERVIEWERS PAG^:

To be filled out in private after the interview.

1.

Sex of respondent

2.

Nationality

3.

Characteristics:

_Hale
"Female

Definitely Mexican
Probably Mexican
Probably Chicano
Definitely Chicano
Other (specify)

Mexican

Chicano

Don't Know

Language
Dress
Work habits
Companions
4.

Documented:
Probably
Probably Mot

5.

Are there specific questions where you doubted the accuracy of the answer?
Yes (Which ones?
)
No

6.

Respondent was:

7.

Date of Interview

8.

Other Comnents:

_Quite open and honest
"Average
Quite evasive

