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While the federal government plans to build a 700-mile fence along our
nation's southern border, several Virginia counties are considering
figurative fences of their own. 

From limiting access to public services, to declarations of English as
the official local language, municipal officials in Virginia are
discussing, and in some cases passing, resolutions to address a
perceived influx of illegal immigrants into the commonwealth. 

Current levels of alert and tension may translate into spillover effects
on Virginia's Hispanic population at large, as well as on all Virginia
immigrants. The facts about Virginia's immigrant population, and
realities of the labor market, should inform thoughtful and prudent
public policy and programs. 

The following essential facts about Virginia immigrants pertain: 

1. One in every 10 Virginians is foreign-born. The largest group among
them is from Asia (41 percent), followed by Latin America (35 percent).
Even among recent immigrants, who entered after 2000, fewer than half
(42 percent) is of Hispanic origin. 

2. Only 6 percent of Virginia's population is of Hispanic origin; and
one-half is U.S.-born with Hispanic ethnic heritage and American
citizenship. 

3. The other half of Virginia's Hispanic population (230,000
individuals) are immigrants, including 56,000 naturalized citizens,
individuals with legal status, and some who reside here illegally.
Virginia's illegal Latino immigrants, in the most liberal estimate,
account for one-third of its Hispanic population 

4. While many people believe that immigrants are poorly educated and low
skilled, the truth is that most immigrants fall into two extremes:
unskilled laborers with less than a high-school diploma, and skilled
professionals with advanced degrees. At the high end, immigrant
educational attainment surpasses that of native Virginians. 

5. In the U.S. labor market, the gap between large demand and short
supply at both ends of the occupational spectrum attracts immigrants to
available opportunities. In this way, Virginia immigrants serve as
complements to, rather than substitutes for, native workers. 

Additionally, underemployment among well-educated immigrants is also
worth noting. Among those who received higher education in their home
country, many start their employment careers in the U.S. several notches
below their skill level. A teacher from Nepal, for example, may drive a
cab in Alexandria. 

Immigrants in low-skill jobs may not necessarily be low-skilled workers.
Such mismatches may actually have increased the overall work-force
quality. 

6. Naturalized immigrants, who typically have been in this country for
more than a decade, actually do better than the natives, according to
the 2005 American Community Survey, by the U.S. Census Bureau. 

These statistics validate the potential for immigrants to achieve what
motivates them most: working hard and realizing the promise of the
American dream - a better life for themselves and their children. 

Economic and population trends shape today's immigration landscape. In
Virginia, the labor supply in low-skill jobs is increasingly showing
signs of falling short of demand. Many of Virginia's immigrants fill out
these "bottom tier" unmet labor force needs. 

In addition, the aging of Virginia's population compels action to
improve the quantity and quality of the future labor force. Immigrants,
typically younger and in their peak working age, and their children,
will help soften the impact of the population imbalance of seniors
relative to working-age adults. 

The financial future for baby boomer seniors also will largely depend on
the economic prospects of younger generations, including immigrant
youth. Providing a good education for all youngsters (natives or
immigrants; blacks, Asians, or Latinos) will be the key to prosperity
for the commonwealth. 

And if the success trajectories of naturalized immigrants and their
children tell us something, we can be hopeful that immigrants will
provide not only a better future for themselves and for their children,
but also contribute to a better life for all Virginians. 

While emotions may color public perception and opinions on immigration,
an informed and balanced perspective is essential for reality-based
public policy and ongoing community welfare. 
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