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Introduction 

Immigration policy has been at the forefront of public 
policy, particularly during national elections. Donald 
Trump, in his 2024 election campaign, promised to carry 
out the largest deportation of illegal migrants in US 
history. To uphold his promise and achieve this goal, 
President Trump has signed many executive orders 
aimed at reducing the number of illegal immigrants in the 
United States (Bustillo, 2025; Gutiérrez-Li, 2025), and 
the Trump administration budgeted $170 billion for 
immigration enforcement in the One Big Beautiful Bill 
(American Immigration Council, 2025).  
 

In implementing Trump’s policy, Immigration and 
Customs Enforcement (ICE), charged with domestic 
enforcement, expedited the arrests of undocumented 
migrants by employing more than 5,000 personnel, and 
the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) asked for 
21,000 National Guard troops to help ICE operations 
(Ainsley et al., 2025). Initially, ICE embarked on 
deporting illegal immigrants with criminal records in big 
cities. However, large-scale raids on a meat-packing 
plant in Omaha, Nebraska (Ashford, 2025) and 
California farm fields (Arcand, 2025), which received 
nationwide coverage by news media, triggered 
significant work disruptions. Furthermore, many 
undocumented workers are terrified and do not show up 
to work because of the fear of being apprehended 
(Meyersohn and Yurkevich, 2025), which economists 
call the “chilling” effect (East et al, 2023). 
 
Under the background of these deportation policies, the 
purposes of this theme are to assess (i) the current farm 
labor market with a focus on labor scarcity, (ii) the 
importance of the H-2A program to US agriculture and 
the need to strengthen it by making it easier for farmers 
to procure more guest workers, (iii) the effect of mass 
deportation on the US farm sector and the economy, and 
(iv) the role of programs such as Secure Communities,  

 
287(g) agreements, E-Verify, and state-specific policies 
and their impact on labor supply, particularly in the  
agricultural sector. The four articles in this theme 
address these issues. 
 

Origins of Migrant Workers 

Until a decade ago, most undocumented workers came 
from Mexico. Charlton and Taylor (2016) observe that 
the farm labor supply from rural Mexico to the United 
States has been dwindling because of improvements in 
rural education, lower birthrates, and better employment 
opportunities in Mexico, adding to labor shortage woes 
in the US farm sector (see also Luckstead and 
Devadoss, 2019). Now, the composition of 
undocumented workers from various countries has 
changed. Mexico supplied 62% of these workers in 
2010, but its share has shrunk to 40% because of the 
increase in undocumented workers coming from 
Guatemala, Honduras, El Salvador, Venezuela, and 
Colombia (Figure 1). 
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In this theme issue of Choices, Martin and Rutledge 
observe that the major short-term effects of the 
implementation of Trump 2.0 immigration policies 
include disruptions from ICE enforcement actions, fear in 
immigrant communities, and more H-2A guest workers. 
They note that if ICE enforcement continues, 
mechanization and mechanical aids (M), the number of 
migrant H-2A workers (M), and fresh fruits and 
vegetables imports (I) are all likely to increase. 
 
The article by Devadoss and Luckstead discusses the 
serious problem of chronic labor scarcity in labor-
intensive agricultural sectors. Since the goal of the 
guest-worker program is to alleviate these labor 
shortages, the number of H-2A workers employed under 
this program has been steadily growing. Farm labor 
contracts are instrumental in this increase due to their 
effectiveness in recruiting productive workers. The 
authors conclude that the guest-worker program will 
become more important, at least in the short run, to 
farmers and businesses in need of low-skilled workers 
as a result of the Trump administration’s policy of 
deporting undocumented workers. They also discuss the 
need for streamlining recruitment so that farmers can 
readily employ these workers and the higher cost of 
employing guest workers. 
 

The article by Gutiérrez-Li summarizes the Trump 
administration’s immigration policy, trends in 
deportations, and the role of programs such as Secure  

 
Communities, 287(h) agreements, E-Verify, and state-
specific policies, costs, and their impact on labor supply 
and the economy. 
 

Economic Impacts of Deportation   
A study by the American Enterprise Institute and The 
Brookings Institution predicts that total net migration to 
the United States could reach a negative 525,000 in 
2025 because of a stark decrease in border crossings 
(Montoya-Galvez, 2025), deportation of unauthorized 
workers, and fewer issuances of green cards and H-1B 
and student visas (Edelberg, Veuger, and Watson, 
2025). This report concludes that the United States has 
not experienced such a negative net flow of immigrants 
since before 1960. This decline in the workforce will 
have adverse effects on the US economy, leading to a 
0.3%–0.4% decline in GDP. Rebecca Shi, the CEO of 
American Business Immigration Coalition, notes that ICE 
nationwide raids are creating harm to local economies 
and communities and industries that depend on migrant 
workers for their operations (Meyersohn and Yurkevich, 
2025). 
 
In view of the adverse economic effects, the article by 
Angel and Devadoss presents a general equilibrium 
analysis to assess aggregate impacts (production, 
domestic sales, imports, and exports) of a scenario with 
a 50% deportation of undocumented workers on labor-
intensive sectors and the overall US economy. They find 

 
Figure 1. Top Ten Origins of Unauthorized Immigrants in 2010 and 2023 

 

(a) 2010                                                                            (b) 2023 

 

Source: Van Hook (2025). 
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that this policy causes substantial declines in output and 
productivity in agriculture, construction, and hospitality 
sectors, with secondary effects on other industries and 
the overall GDP. Their findings underscore the economic 
risks of aggressive deportation policies and the 
importance of balancing immigration enforcement with 
labor market realities. 
 

Public View of Trump’s Immigration 
Policies 

Public support for President Trump’s immigration 
policies toward deporting migrant workers has shifted in 
recent months, as evident from the nationwide protest in 
June 2025. The public backlash and nationwide protests 
led President Trump to reconsider his policies of 
removing these immigrants and call on DHS Secretary 
Kristi Noem to stop the immigration raids; ICE then 
halted its raids at farms, restaurants, and meat-packing 
plants (Nichols, 2025). Furthermore, the DHS introduced 
a policy of paying $1,000 to unauthorized workers for 
self-deporting themselves, which seems to be cheaper 
than the deportation of one worker at a cost of $17,121 
(Department of Homeland Security, 2025). 
 
A comprehensive CBS News poll reported that in March 
2025, 54% of Americans approved of President Trump’s 
handling of immigration policies, but in July 2025, 56% 
disapproved of his policies, and 52% of Americans think 
that the Trump administration is deporting more people 
than they expected. The Republican political base 
strongly supports Trump’s immigration policies, but the 
rest of the American public does not as much: 91% of 
Republicans approve of the Trump administration’s 
deportation of illegal migrants, and 86% of Democrats 
disapprove of his policy (Salvanto, De Pinto, and 
Khanna, 2025). The same poll also revealed that 56% of 
Americans believe that Trump’s administration is 
deporting people who are not dangerous criminals. 
 

Unintended Consequences 
Undocumented workers generally complement other 
factors in many sectors of the economy; therefore, 
removing these workers will affect the jobs for US-born 
workers too (East, 2024). Undocumented migrants also 
contribute to local demand, and removing these workers 

will adversely hurt local businesses in many rural areas. 
Furthermore, these workers do pay taxes, and the 
elimination of these workers will lower tax collections. 
For instance, the Bay Area Council Economic Institute 
(2025) reports that mass deportations in California could 
reduce the state’s GDP by $275 billion and lower tax 
collection by $23 billion. 
 
Another unintended consequence is that the fear and 
anxiety among the migrant population due to ICE raids 
has prompted many parents in the migrant communities 
not to send their children to school (Franco, 2025). A 
study by Thomas S. Dee of Stanford University found a 
22% increase in student absenteeism in the California 
Central Valley due to ICE raids (Franco, 2025). The 
states of Washington and Illinois also experienced 
similar absenteeism. 
 
Finally, some undocumented workers, who are unable to 
work, have curtailed their remittances back to their home 
country (Angel and Devadoss, 2025). From January 1 to 
July 1, 2025, Mexicans working in the United States 
have sent about $2 billion (about 5.5%) less in 
remittances to their relatives in Mexico (Resendiz, 2025). 
 

Conclusions 
If large-scale deportation continues, it will exacerbate the 
chronic labor shortage in the labor-intensive farm sector. 
Mechanizing farm operations is needed to alleviate labor 
shortages; however, research and development for 
mechanization has been going on since the 1980s, with 
very limited success. Therefore, mechanizing farm 
operations is a long-term solution, and not an immediate 
solution. The other alternative is to streamline the guest 
worker program to make it easier for farmers to hire H-
2A workers. However, farmers have been complaining 
that H-2A workers are costly and time-consuming to 
procure (Luckstead and Devadoss, 2019; Devadoss and 
Luckstead, 2025). Imports of farm products to meet US 
consumer needs are another avenue, particularly if 
domestic production is curtailed due to a lack of labor. 
However, Trump’s tariffs will make the imports very 
expensive, increasing grocery prices that will add woes 
to US consumers who are already saddled with high 
food price inflation. 
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Trump, Migration, and Agriculture 
 

Philip Martin and Zachariah Rutledge 

 

Agriculture and Farm Labor 

The Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages 
(QCEW) is an administrative database that gathers a 
near census of employment and earnings across all 
North American Industry Classification (NAICS) codes 
(Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2025a). The QCEW gathers 
information from all employers who must report 
employment and wages to their respective state 
unemployment insurance (UI) authorities. The 115,000 
US agricultural employers (NAICS code 11) employ an 
average of 1.2 million workers, including an average of 
850,000 in crops (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2025a). UI 
covers an estimated 85% of US farm employment, 
suggesting that there are 1.5 million average or year-
round equivalent jobs in US agriculture. Some 2.5 million 
workers fill these jobs, including 2 million workers who 
were born in Mexico. These Mexican-born US farm 
workers comprise three groups: 850,000 are legal 
Mexican-born farm workers, 850,000 are unauthorized, 
and 300,000 are legal H-2A guest workers (Martin, 2024; 
Justice in Motion, 2025). The ratio of unique workers to 
average jobs is 1.7 due to seasonality and turnover. 
 
According to the National Agricultural Workers Survey 
(NAWS), most unauthorized farm workers arrived in the 
1990s and early 2000s when they were in their 20s and 
30s (US Department of Labor, 2025). These workers are 
now in their 40s and 50s, settled in one place, and aging 
out of hand-labor tasks that require climbing, stooping, 
and lifting. Their US-educated children usually shun 
seasonal farm jobs. 
 
Unauthorized migration rose during the Biden 
administration, but few of these newcomers became 
crop workers. Figure 1 shows the number of 
unauthorized farm workers employed in US agriculture 
for less than a year before being interviewed in the 
NAWS was over 20% in 2000 and 5% in 2021–2022 (US 
Department of Labor, 2025). The NAWS finds an 
experienced and settled farm workforce.   
 

Farming has two major subsectors: crop and animal 
agriculture. Crop agriculture accounts for three-fourths of 
US farm employment and almost all seasonal farm jobs. 
Figure 2 shows average UI-covered employment in crop 
agriculture, which is comprised of the sum of direct hire 
crop production (NAICS code 111) and crop support 
services (NAICS code 1151) on the left axis and crop 
support employment's share of total crop agricultural 
employment (NAICS 1151 ÷ [NAICS 111 + 1151]) on the 
right axis between 2000 and 2024. Average crop 
employment has been relatively stable at about 850,000 
over the past two decades, but a rising share of crop 
workers, almost 40%, are now brought to farms by 
nonfarm crop support employers, mostly farm labor 
contractors. 
 
Farm worker earnings of $18 an hour are two-thirds of 
the average nonfarm earnings of $31. Rising farm labor 
costs lead to labor-saving mechanization (see Figure 3). 
If Trump 2.0 migration policies increase farm labor costs, 
the mechanization, migration, and import (MMI) 
adjustments are likely to accelerate: faster development 
of labor-saving machines and deployment of mechanical 
aids, more migrant guest workers, and more imported 
fresh fruits and vegetables from lower-wage countries. 
 
Figure 4 shows that fruit and vegetable imports 
increased by over 500% over the past three decades. 
Mexico is the largest source of imported fruits and 
vegetables, followed by Chile, Peru, Colombia, Brazil, 
Guatemala, and Canada. 
 

Trump Migration Policies, Immigration, and 
H-2A 

President Trump signed several Executive Orders (EOs) 
on the first day of his second term, including the EO 
“Protecting the American People Against Invasion” by 
curtailing access to asylum and the EO “Securing the 
Border,” which resumed construction and repair of 
fences and walls on the Mexico-US border.  
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The number of foreign-born US residents increased by 
8.2 million under President Biden, more than during the 
previous three presidents combined (see Figure 5). The 
newcomers include immigrants, foreigners who received 
a temporary legal status, and unauthorized foreigners. 
Even though some Biden-era newcomers have 
agricultural backgrounds, few became US farm workers. 
Instead, most went to cities where they had friends or 
relatives and sought year-round nonfarm rather than 
seasonal farm jobs (Rural Migration News, 2025a). 
 

 
Because the upsurge in immigration did not yield a 
significant number of new farm workers, the H-2A 
program expanded from 275,000 jobs certified in fiscal 
year 2020 to 385,000 in fiscal year 2024 and is likely to 
top 400,000 in fiscal year 2025. The combination of an 
aging, settled farm workforce and few newcomers 
makes the H-2A program a major source of new farm 
workers. 
 
 
 

 
Figure 1. Share of Newcomers Who Are Unauthorized Farmworkers 

 

 

Source: National Agricultural Workers Wages (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2025a). 

 
Figure 2. Average Employment: Crop and Crop Support Services 

 

 

Source: Quarterly Census of Employment Survey (US Department of Labor, 2025). 
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The H-2A program allows US farm employers who 
anticipate shortages of seasonal workers to be certified 
by the Department of Labor (DOL) to recruit and employ 
H-2A workers to fill farm jobs that last for up to 10 
months. Certified employers submit petitions to the 
Department of Homeland Security (DHS) that, after 
approval, are forwarded to the Department of State 
(DOS) consulates abroad, where H-2A visas are issued 
to the H-2A workers recruited by employers.  
 

 
Certification means that DOL agrees with the employer 
that: 

(A) There are not sufficient US workers who are 
able, willing, and qualified, and who will be 
available at the time and place needed, to 
perform the labor or services involved in the 
petition and  

(B) The employment of the alien will not adversely 
affect the wages and working conditions of 
workers in the United States similarly employed. 

 

 

 
Figure 3. Real Farm and Nonfarm Hourly Wages (in 2024 dollars) 

 

 

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics (2025b) and USDA NASS (2025). 

 

Figure 4. Specialty Crop Import Quantities by Crop Type (1989–2023) 
 

 

Source: USDA FAS (2025). 
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The major test of the US labor market is a job order that 
describes the job and offers the Adverse Effect Wage 
Rate (AEWR), a minimum wage established by DOL to 
prevent adverse effects on US workers. AEWRs in 2025 
range from $15 to $20 an hour across states, higher 
than the federal or state minimum wage in every state 
(see Figure 6). Few US workers apply for the “H-2A 
jobs” that are advertised on the government website 
seasonaljobs.dol.gov. 
 

 
Farmers complain that the H-2A program is bureaucratic 
and costly. Employers must begin the process at least 
60 days before their need date, cooperate with State 
Workforce Agencies to try to recruit US workers, and 
have the free housing they must provide to H-2A 
workers inspected before workers arrive. Employers pay 
all costs incurred by H-2A workers, including the cost of 
securing a visa at a US consulate abroad and 
transportation to the US, so that farmers have at least 
$1,500 invested in each H-2A worker upon arrival  

 

Figure 5. The Foreign-Born Population Rose by 8.2 Million Under Biden 
 

 

Source: Current Population Survey, January Samples (Flood et al., 2025). 

 

Figure 6. 2025 AEWRS and Change from 2024 

 

 

 

Source: USDA Farm Labor Survey (USDA NASS, 2025) and VGN (2025). 
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(Castillo, Martin, and Rutledge, 2024). While in the US, 
the cost of housing and rides to and from the workplace 
ranges from $10 to $30 a day. 
 
Farm employers want to reduce the cost of H-2A 
workers by freezing the AEWR. The AEWR for farm job 
titles is the average hourly earnings of directly hired field 
and livestock workers reported by farmers to the USDA’s 
Farm Labor Survey (FLS) the previous year. Over the 
past decade, FLS average earnings have been 
increasing faster than the Employment Cost Index for 
nonfarm workers (Figure 7). 
 
The 2025 AEWR for nonfarm job titles such as 
agricultural truck drivers and construction workers who 
work on farms is drawn from DOL’s Occupational 
Employment and Wage Statistics (OEWS) program, 
which collects data from nonfarm employers. When DOL 
used the OEWS to set AEWRs for nonfarm H-2A job 
titles in 2023, AEWRs for some agricultural truck drivers 
doubled from $15 to $30 an hour.  
 
The bipartisan Farm Workforce Modernization Act 
approved by the House in 2019 and 2021 would cap 
annual AEWR increases at 3.25% while the government 
studied the need for AEWRs to protect US farm workers; 
other proposals would set AEWRs at 10% or 15% more 
than the applicable federal or state minimum wage. 
Some farm employers want DOL to define and measure 
adverse effects before establishing an AEWR, which 
would give employers and other stakeholders an 
opportunity to affect the definition of adverse effects and 
the methodology to measure adverse labor market 
effects. 

 
California sheep and goat herders provide a natural 
experiment in employer adjustments to higher labor 
costs. Almost all of California’s 350 herders who care for 
flocks of 500–1,500 animals are H-2A workers from Peru 
and Mexico. California raised the minimum monthly 
wage for range herders with 24/7 work schedules by 
120% over six years, from $2,200 a month in 2019 to 
$4,820 a month in 2025.  
 
The range of the herder wage increase was triple the 
increase in the state’s minimum wage, which rose 40%, 
from $11 (for businesses with fewer than 25 employees) 
or $12 to $16.50 an hour. In 2025, California H-2A range 
herders earn more than H-2A workers with 40-hour 
workweeks who harvest fruits and vegetables at the 
AEWR of $19.97 an hour, which is about $3,450 for 4.33 
weeks a month. 
 
US workers are not filling California herder jobs, despite 
annual salaries of almost $60,000 a year plus free 
housing and food. Instead, California ranchers are 
adjusting to higher labor costs by increasing the number 
of animals each herder cares for, switching to hourly 
wage systems and paying the AEWR for 40 or 45 hours 
a week, or going out of business.  
 
In October 2025, the US Department of Labor 
announced a rule that changes the data source and 
methodology used to generate the AEWRs, claiming that 
it will save employers about $2.5 billion per year. These 
new changes will likely be challenged in court. 
 
Farm employers want other changes to the H-2A 
program, including allowing employers with year-round  

 

Figure 7. FLS Average Earnings Rose Faster Than Employment Cost Index Wage and Salary Costs  
over the Past Decade 

 

 
 
Note: Applies the Employment Cost Index for all wage and salary private industry workers to adjust FLS hourly earnings each 
year since 2001 (USDA NASS, 2025; Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2025c) 
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labor needs to utilize the H-2A program and issuing H-
2A workers with multiyear visas, permitting the 
staggered employment of H-2A workers in a single 
contract, and reducing the domestic employee 
recruitment period to 30 days (Rutledge and Rickman, 
2024). Some employers want an electronic application 
processing platform and a TSA-style precheck program 
for H-2A employers who are in compliance with 
regulations. 
 

Short-Term Impacts 

The major short-term impacts of Trump’s migration 
policies are fear and confusion. Border encounters fell 
from a peak of 250,000 in December 2023 to less than 
10,000 a month in mid-2025, but this drop had few 
effects on the farm labor supply because few 
unauthorized newcomers become farm workers. 
However, over 40% of Americans believe that mass 
deportations will increase food prices (see Figure 8). 
 
The fear arises from well-publicized efforts to arrest 
unauthorized foreigners inside the US, including the 1.2 
million foreigners with final orders of deportation. DHS 
has taken the gloves off Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement (ICE) officers, instructing them to arrest all 
unauthorized foreigners they encounter when seeking 
foreigners convicted of US crimes.  
 
Most Americans want foreigners convicted of US crimes 
deported, and many support deporting unauthorized 
foreigners who arrived in the past four years (see Figure 
9). Support for deportation declines sharply for 
unauthorized foreigners who have US jobs, US-born 
children, or US spouses. 
 

To provide insights into the labor supply effects of 
Trump's deportation policies, we utilized ICE arrest data 
to map out the recent increase in ICE arrests across the 
United States, revealing a sharp increase in the first six 
months of 2025 (see Figure 10). However, according to 
the Current Population Survey (Flood et al., 2025), 
agricultural employment has remained relatively stable 
during the first eight months of 2025 relative to 2024 
(see Figure 11). 
 
There is fear and confusion in many immigrant 
communities. For example, the Department of Homeland 
Security (DHS) in March 2025 began to enforce a long-
standing requirement that non-US citizens 14 and older 
who are in the US for at least 30 days must register or 
face fines of $5,000 and possible imprisonment. Most 
foreigners who enter the US legally are registered when 
they obtain visas or are admitted at ports of entry. Those 
who entered the US illegally can register online using 
Form G-325R and make an appointment to provide 
fingerprints. Unauthorized foreigners who register are 
easier to identify and deport, but DHS can arrest 
nonregistered foreigners encountered when conducting 
enforcement operations. 
 
Migrant advocates and NGOs have developed know-
your-rights cards, hotlines, and apps, and rapid 
response networks to alert migrant communities about 
the presence of ICE agents. After enforcement actions in 
agricultural areas, some farm workers do not show up to 
work until the ICE agents depart. So far, ICE-induced 
changes in farm worker behavior have been short-lived. 
However, sustained immigration enforcement actions 
could prompt unauthorized farm workers to move 
elsewhere. 

 

Figure 8. Americans Believe That Deportations Could Increase the Prices They Pay 

 
 
Note: Numbers listed in yellow are the percentage of respondents for each question asking whether the deportation of 
immigrants living in the US illegally would increase, decrease, or have no effect on prices. Data were obtained from a Pew 
Research Center report (Noe-Bustamante and Krogstad, 2025). 
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There are several special cases. Immigration agents can 
search for unauthorized foreigners without warrants 
“within a reasonable distance from any external 
boundary of the United States,” interpreted as within 100 
miles of the US border with Canada and Mexico. This 
makes border-area farms in Arizona, California, and 
Texas, as well as in northern New York and Vermont, 
subject to warrantless searches.  
 
Cannabis is a Category One drug under the Federal 
Controlled Substances Act, and non-US citizens under 
21 are not allowed to work in cannabis, even if state 
laws make cannabis production and possession legal. 
Over 360 employees of a large and vertically integrated 
cannabis grower, Glass House Cultivation, were 
arrested in July 2025 because they were not US citizens, 
including 11 minors, ranging between 14 and 17 years 
old (Lange, 2025). 
 

 
Long-Term Impacts 

The long-term impacts of Trump's migration enforcement 
policies include increased farm labor costs and faster 
MMI responses of more mechanization, more migrant H-
2A workers, and more imports of labor-intensive 
commodities from lower-wage countries (Charlton, 
2025). The choice between M, M, or I depends on many 
factors, from technology to trade and migration polices to 
consumer preferences, as illustrated by the adjustments 
of raisin grapes, apples, and tomatoes (Rural Migration 
News, 2025b). 
 
Labor-saving mechanization is the universal response to 
rising farm labor costs. Both public and private projects 
aim to develop harvesters that replace hand pickers in 
apples, strawberries, and other crops. Developing  
 

 

Figure 9. Most Americans Want Some Unauthorized Foreigners Deported 
 

 
 

 
Note: Numbers listed in yellow are the percentage of respondents for a question asking whether immigrants living in the 
country illegally should be deported (left) and whether undocumented immigrants with certain characteristics should be 
deported if they answered “Deport Some” to the previous question (right). Data were obtained from a Pew Research Center 
report (Noe-Bustamante and Krogstad, 2025). 

 

Figure 10. ICE Arrests 
 

 
 
Source: Deportation Data Project (2025). 
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machines to replace hand workers is difficult. Success 
requires a systems approach that combines: 

• biology, the development of plants, vines, and 
trees whose produce ripens uniformly, so the 
machine needs to make only one pass through 
the field 

• modified farming systems such as high-density 
dwarf apple trees that are planted in rows with 
limbs trained on wires to make the fruit more 
visible, so that orchards resemble vineyards 
(Karkee et al., 2025) 

• machines or robots to detect and detach the 
desired fruit or vegetable quickly and without 
damaging trees and vines (Vougioukas et al., 
2025) 

 
The economic feasibility of robots depends on (i) their 
cost, (ii) efficiency (the share of marketable produce 
picked by the machine), and (iii) pick cycle time (the time 
required to pick and convey an apple or berry (Charlton 
et al., 2024). To compete with humans, machines must 
be efficient and fast, since humans are highly efficient at 
picking marketable produce. Current machines are not 
efficient or fast enough to compete with hand workers, 
including H-2A workers, who cost about $30 an hour in 
wages, housing, and other costs. However, rising farm 
labor costs combined with biological, farming, and 
engineering advances are likely to create a situation 
within a decade where machines are as cheap as hand 
workers. 
 
An alternative to machines is more migrant H-2A 
workers. The number of H-2A workers is increasing as 
settled farm workers age out of farm work and their US-
educated children find nonfarm jobs. Employing H-2A 
workers means higher labor costs and free housing, 
transport to and from work sites, and recruitment and 
other expenses. However, H-2A workers are typically  

 
younger and more productive than settled unauthorized 
workers in hand-harvesting jobs, and their contracts 
provide insurance that workers will be available when 
needed.  
 
The third option is for farmers to change to less labor-
intensive crops, as from labor-intensive fruits to tree 
nuts. Such a switch could mean that more citrus, table 
grapes, and berries are imported from lower-wage 
countries. Fresh produce imports account for 60% of US 
fruit consumption and 40% of vegetable consumption 
(Zahniser, 2023). Mexico is the source of half of US 
fresh fruit imports and two-thirds of US fresh vegetable 
imports (Astill, Ruiz, and Zahniser, 2024). Over 800,000 
workers are employed on Mexican farms that export 
fresh produce to the US (University of California-Davis, 
2025). If the US reduces fruit and vegetable imports, the 
employment of farm workers in the US could increase. 
 
The US imports about $65 billion and exports about $35 
billion worth of horticultural commodities a year, making 
horticultural imports about 40% of US farm imports and 
20% of US farm exports (Russel and Kenner, 2021; 
Kenner, Jiang, and Kaufman, 2023). The leading 
horticultural imports include avocados and tomatoes, 
each worth $3.5 billion, bananas worth $2.5 billion, and 
blueberries, table grapes, and bell peppers, each worth 
about $2 billion (Rural Migration News, 2025c). The 
fastest-growing US imports include avocados, 
raspberries, blueberries, and strawberries as producers 
abroad learn how to lengthen their seasons so that they 
can export almost year-round. Trump's immigration 
policies could increase the trade deficit for specialty 
crops, which could prove to be counterproductive to his 
tariff policy. 
 
 

 

Figure 11. Agricultural Employment, 2024–2025 
 

 
 

Source: Current Population Survey (Flood et al., 2025). 
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Conclusions 
Donald Trump promised to raise tariffs and deport 
unauthorized foreigners, and President Trump took 
steps to implement both promises. The early effects of 
Trump’s trade policy changes are more apparent than 
the effects of the migration policy changes; after six 
months, there have not been widespread farm labor or 
food shortages (Greenberger, 2025; Allwork, 2025). 
 
There are many reports of fear and confusion among 
farm employers and workers, but few reports of crops 
left unharvested, wage spikes, or supermarkets without 
fresh fruits and vegetables. For example, according to 
the Current Population Survey (Flood et al., 2025), 
agricultural employment was stable between January 
2024 and August 2025. However, those affected by 
Trump 2.0 migration and trade policies bemoan the 
uncertainty of not knowing whether migration changes 
are temporary or permanent, making planning difficult. 

If enforcement policies ramp up gradually and farmers 
adjust to rising farm labor costs with more 
mechanization, more migrant H-2A workers, and crop 
changes that allow imports to increase, Trump’s 
migration enforcement policies could be a nonevent for 
consumers. Labor-saving mechanization and 
mechanical aids, migrant guest workers who are more 
productive than US workers in hand-labor tasks, and 
imported fresh fruits and vegetables from lower-wage 
countries may keep the supply and prices of fresh fruits 
and vegetables stable.  
 
The story may be different for individual farmers who 
change crops or go out of business due to higher labor 
costs, and for farm workers who lose their jobs and are 
deported. However, as with Trump 2.0 policies in other 
areas, there is little evidence so far of the catastrophic 
results that some predicted. 
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Growth in H-2A Workers’ Employment in US Agriculture 
 

Stephen Devadoss and Jeff Luckstead 

 

Many labor-intensive agricultural sectors that require 
hard physical work have been experiencing chronic labor 
scarcity. To meet the labor demand in these sectors, the 
US government introduced the H-2A guest-worker 
program in 1986 under IRCA (Luckstead and Devadoss, 
2019). From 1997 to 2005, the annual growth rate of H-
2A workers’ employment did not increase significantly 
(Figure 1). However, starting from 2011, the employment 
of these workers accelerated at a much faster pace. 
 
The growing need for H-2A workers arises from several 
factors: Undocumented farm workers who came in the 
1990s are reaching retirement age or have already 
retired (Martin and Rutledge, 2025), the children of these 
workers are generally US-educated and shun farm jobs 
(Martin and Rutledge, 2025), the number of domestic 
farm workers has shrunk (Önel and Farnsworth, 2016), 
entry of undocumented workers from Mexico to the 
United States has fallen since the Great Recession in 
2008 (Passel and Krogstad, 2024), workers in Mexico 
have shifted from farm to non-farm sector work (Charlton 
and Taylor, 2016), networking with Farm Labor 
Contracts (FLC) enables farmers to hire guest workers 

with less paperwork (Simnitt and Castillo, 2025), 1   and 

the fact that ICE has begun aggressively enforcing 
immigration laws (Martin and Rutledge, 2025). 
Consequently, farmers have been relying more heavily 
on H-2A workers, particularly since 2008. 
 
With the Trump 2.0 immigration policy of deporting 
undocumented workers, the guest-worker program will 
likely become more important, at least in the short run, to 
farmers and businesses in need of low-skilled workers. 
This article provides a detailed analysis of the current 
state of the US farm workforce, with a focus on H-2A 
workers who are a plausible replacement for the 
dwindling unauthorized workforce. Specifically, the 

 
1 H-2A employment share for all agricultural production through 
farm labor contracts expanded from 13% in 2007 to 44% in 
2020 (Castillo, Martin, and Rutledge, 2022). 
 

objectives of this study are to (i) present the composition 
of the farm workers in the United States, (ii) discuss the 
states and sectors that rely on guest workers for 
operations, (iii) analyze the increasing trend in the guest-
worker wage rates, and (iv) highlight the need for 
streamlining the recruitment and hiring of guest workers 
so that producers can readily employ these workers. 
 

Composition of Farm Labor 

The US farm workforce comprises four groups: Native 
US-born citizens, foreign-born legal workers, foreign-
born undocumented workers, and H-2A workers. In 
2022, the direct on-farm employment in the US 
agricultural sector was 2.6 million workers (Kassel, 
2023); of these workers, about 2 million originated from 
Mexico (Martin and Rutledge, 2025). Out of the 2.6 
million direct on-farm employees, the number of legal 
farm workers is 1.48 million, which comprises US-born 
(820,040), US naturalized (167,960), permanent 

residents (198,264), and guest workers (298,336). 2  

These numbers imply that the number of unauthorized 
workers in agriculture is 1.12 (= 2.6 – 1.48) million. 
These data indicate that US-born workers are only 
31.5% of the total US farm workforce, indicating that 
farmers need to rely on a non-US-born workforce to 
complete their farm operations. 
 
In crop production, the number of guest-worker visas 
issued in the United States reached more than 310,000 
in 2023 (Figure 1), comprising 12.4% of crop workers, 
though the number of certifications by the US 
Department of Labor for hiring guest workers is 378,513 
(Rural Migration News, 2024a). Labor-intensive crop 
production employs more guest workers, with H-2A 
workers generally accounting for 15%–20% of the 
workforce in these crops. As illustrated in Figure 1, the  

2 These numbers are calculated based on statistics from 
Rosenbloom (2022), Fung et al. (2023), Kassel (2023), Castillo 
(2024), and the US Department of Labor (2025b). Note that the 
permanent residents are based on statistics for crop workers 
(Castillo, 2024) and not for the agricultural sector as a whole. 
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growth of guest workers underscores the importance of 
these workers for labor-intensive operations. 
 

H-2A Program 
US Citizenship and Immigration Services oversees visa 
issuance to guest workers. These workers are employed 
in seasonal jobs (primarily in crop production) and work 
for the period authorized in the labor certification 
(typically between a few months and up to one year), 
with an average of six months (US Citizenship and 
Immigration Services, 2025). However, the work period 
may be extended one year at a time for a maximum of 
three years, with a new labor certification for each 
extension. After completing the three-year work permit, a 
guest worker must leave and reside outside the United 
States for 60 days before reapplying for work under the 
H-2A program. Temporary departure from the United 
States during their H-2A authorized period will not count 
toward their three-year limit. For more details about the 
H-2A program, see Luckstead and Devadoss (2019). 
 

State-Level H-2A Employment 
Table 1 reports the certification of applications for H-2A 
workers for the top 10 states from 2008 to 2024. The top 
10 states employ 71.3% of all guest workers in 2024. 
From 2008 to 2014, farmers in North Carolina applied for 
the most certifications because, right after the 
introduction of the H-2A program in 1986, North Carolina 
farmers found that hiring H-2A workers through Farm 
Labor Contracts (FLCs) was the most effective way to 
procure the needed workers (Clemens, 2013). However, 
starting in 2016, Florida (with 32,697 certifications) 
surpassed North Carolina (with 29,495 certifications). 
Since then, Florida has been the largest employer of 
guest workers because of the effective use of FLCs 
(Önel and Farnsworth, 2016) and established networks  

 
in foreign countries. In addition, Florida is also a leading 
agricultural state with major crops such as citrus, 
vegetables, and fruits, which require many low-skilled 
workers for planting, harvesting, and processing. In 
2024, Florida employed almost twice the number of H-
2A workers as the second-place employer, California.  
 
Interestingly, despite its large fruit, nut, and vegetable 
production, California has not been a leading employer 
of H-2A workers because of the availability of 
undocumented workers (Pew Research Center, 2016) 
and the regulatory barriers and costs (Wei et al., 2024). 
However, California’s employment of these workers has 
expanded over the years, and it is currently the second 
largest employer of guest workers. Washington, with its 
large production of fruits (apples and stone fruits) and 
vegetables (onions, asparagus, and potatoes), is 
currently the third-largest employer of guest workers. 
Georgia, because of its peach, vegetable, and berry 
production, has always been a top-four employer of 
guest workers. By contrast, North Carolina moved to the 
fifth position in 2024 as the other states increasingly 
employed more guest workers. This trend in the 
employment of guest workers highlights the need for 
these workers by the larger fruit-, nut-, and vegetable-
producing states. 
 
Many of the leading states (Kentucky, Virginia, Arizona, 
and Idaho) that employed more H-2A workers in 2008 
are not even among the top 10 employers in 2024. By 
contrast, Washington, Texas, Michigan, and Arkansas 
were not leading employers of these workers in 2008, 
but they were among the top 10 employers by 2024 
because of greater demand for low-skilled workers in 
specialty crop production. 
 

 
Figure 1: Annual Number of H-2A Visas Issued 

 

 

Source: National Agricultural Workers Wages (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2025a). 
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Sectoral-Level H-2A Employment 
Guest workers are employed in many sectors of 
agriculture (see Figure 2). Based on 3-digit NAICS 
codes, crop production accounts for 45.3% of the 
certified H-2A workers, followed by support activities 
(e.g., basic irrigation tasks, equipment cleanup, general 
tasks to assist with farm operations) with 38.3%. 
Nonclassified (e.g., certifications that are classified with 
fewer than 3 digits for the NAICS codes or that do not 
fall under NAICS code 11 (the Agriculture, Forestry, 
Fishing and Hunting sector)) sectors represent 12.3% of 
certified H-2A workers.  
 
Animal production accounts for only 4.1% because most 
jobs in this category are year-round, and guest worker 
visas are not available for annual jobs. 
 
Figure 3 decomposes the employment of guest workers 
in the Crop Production category. Vegetable & Melon and 
Fruit & Nut production employ almost 60% of guest 
workers because of their labor-intensive cultivational 
operations, such as harvesting delicate fresh produce 
(Vougioukas et al., 2025). For example, in Florida 
orange cultivation and Georgia onion production, more 
than 50% of the farm laborers are guest workers (Martin 
and Rutledge, 2025). Simnitt and Castillo (2025) report 
that, in Florida, 75% of H-2A workers were hired through 
FLCs in 2023. The larger employment in these crop 
productions is also observed by Castillo, Martin, and 
Rutledge (2024), who document a steady shift in H-2A 
workers from field and livestock work to fruit and  
 

 
vegetable cultivation. Other crops (20.6%) and the 
Greenhouse, Nursery, and Floriculture sector (12.5%) 
also employ guest workers because of limited 
mechanization in their production. However, Oilseed and 
Grains (row crops) rely heavily on mechanical operations 
and use fewer guest workers. 
 

H-2A Wage Rates and Costs 

The Department of Labor determines the H-2A wage 
rate—known as the adverse effect wage rate (AEWR)—
in each of the 17 regions based on the previous year’s 
wage data from field and livestock workers as surveyed 
by the USDA’s farm labor survey (Rutledge et al., 2025). 
When a farm hires H-2A workers, it must pay the 
minimum wage specified by the AEWR to guest workers 
and domestic workers for similar work. Rutledge et al. 
(2025) show that AEWR can be above or below the non-
H-2A wage rates because AEWR is set based on the 
previous year’s field and livestock workers’ wage rates 
from the Farm Labor Survey. Therefore, the current 
year’s labor market conditions can cause the non-H-2A 
wage rate to fluctuate, which can be higher or lower than 
AEWR. The US Department of Agriculture announced 
that it would discontinue the Farm Labor Survey wage 
rate to set AEWR (Garza, 2025). 
 
Table 2 presents the AEWR for the top five states that 
employ guest workers. The AEWRs are the highest in 
California and Washington and the lowest in the three 
southeastern states. In all five states, AEWRs have 
increased on average by 20% annually, which is 
generally higher than wage increases for workers in  

 

Table 1. Top 10 H-2A Certifications by State, 2008–2024  
2008 2011 2014 2017 2020 2022 2024 

State No. State No. State No. State No. State No. State No. State No. 

NC 16,977 NC 17,281 NC 24,136 FL 39,397 FL 60,124 FL 80,707 FL 80,936 
16.6% 19.18% 17.67% 17.54% 21.85% 21.76% 21.08% 

GA 6,342 LA 6,927 FL 17,033 NC 31,301 CA 27,707 CA 49,869 CA 42,953 
6.2% 7.69% 12.47% 13.93% 10.07% 13.45% 11.19% 

LA 5,761 GA 6,769 WA 14,922 WA 28,391 WA 26,186 WA 31,297 WA 34,475 
5.63% 7.51% 10.92% 12.64% 9.51% 8.44% 8.98% 

KY 5,756 FL 5,795 GA 9,681 GA 20,291 GA 23,397 GA 27,794 GA 31,058 
5.63% 6.43% 7.09% 9.03% 8.5% 7.49% 8.09% 

FL 5,659 WA 5,073 CA 7,372 CA 17,112 NC 19,739 NC 22,387 NC 24,946 
5.53% 5.63% 5.4% 7.62% 7.17% 6.04% 6.5% 

CA 5,245 KY 4,814 KY 6,680 LA 7,673 LA 9,916 MI 13,097 TX 14,392 
5.13% 5.34% 4.89% 3.42% 3.6% 3.53% 3.75% 

NY 4,239 VA 4,102 LA 6,527 KY 7,359 NY 8,424 LA 12,417 MI 13,536 
4.14% 4.55% 4.78% 3.28% 3.06% 3.35% 3.53% 

VA 4,217 NY 4,074 VA 5,031 NY 6,929 TX 7,638 TX 11,909 LA 12,664 
4.12% 4.52% 3.68% 3.08% 2.78% 3.21% 3.3% 

AZ 4,062 CA 2,950 NY 4,764 VA 4,872 MI 7,186 NY 9,802 NY 10,300 
3.97% 3.27% 3.49% 2.17% 2.61% 2.64% 2.68% 

ID 3,877 AR 2,950 MS 3,723 MS 4,689 KY 6,774 AZ 8,327 AR 8,572 
3.79% 3.27% 2.73% 2.09% 2.46% 2.25% 2.23% 

Notes: The percentage refers to the share of guest workers' employment in that state in that year. 

Source: US Department of Labor (2025). 
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other sectors of the economy. This indicates the farm 
labor shortfalls (i.e., demand outpaces the available farm 
labor pool). AEWRs in California and Washington are 
generally higher (by 11%–21%) than those in the 
southeastern states because of the higher cost of living 
and greater demand for farm workers in these two 
states. Many farmers find that these large increases in 
wage rates are unsustainable, and they struggle to earn 
positive profits. 
 
In addition to AEWR wage rates, employers must 
provide guest workers with round-trip transportation 
between the border/airport and the worksite, housing  
accommodations, transportation between the residence  

 
and on-site work, and rides to grocery stores and  
religious services. These additional costs make H-2A 
workers more expensive than domestic or 
undocumented workers. 
 
Table 3 compares the cost of employing an H-2A worker 
versus a native worker. Hiring an H-2A worker requires 
about $2,000 for government and processing fees, 
transportation from the home country to the worksite, 
and housing in the US consulate (Castillo, Martin, and 
Rutledge, 2024). In addition, employers pay about 
$10,000 for an H-2A worker for housing and 
transportation at the worksite. Employers do not have to 
incur these two costs for hiring domestic workers.  
 

 

Figure 2: H-2A Workers’ Employment in Various Sectors, 2022 

 

 

Source: US Department of Labor (2025). 

 

Figure 3: H-2A Workers’ Employment in Crop Production, 2022 
 

 

Source: US Department of Labor (2025). 
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However, employers pay a payroll tax of about $1,625 
per year for a domestic worker, but not for employing an 
H-2A worker. Since the wage bill is about the same for 
both types of workers ($16,250 for 125 days at the rate 
of $130 per day), an H-2A worker costs about $10,375 
more than a domestic worker. Guest workers are 
generally younger and more productive than older native 
and undocumented workers, particularly for farm 
operations that require manual work (Rural Migration 
News, 2024a). Consequently, if a guest worker is about 
20% more efficient than a native worker (Castillo, Martin, 
and Rutledge, 2024), the cost difference between guest 
workers and domestic workers narrows. 
 
The advantage of employing an undocumented worker is 
that the employer does not incur the $12,000 in 
procurement, housing, and transport, and possibly the 
payroll tax, incurred for the H-2A worker. In addition, the 
wage payments for an undocumented worker are lower 
than those of a guestworker or native workers. This 
emphasizes the underlying reason for employers to hire 
undocumented workers over the other two types of 
workers. However, since most new unauthorized 
workers seek nonfarm jobs in big cities, the demand for 
guest workers continues to rise. 
 

Need for Improving the Guestworker 
Program 
Two opposing views emerge in hiring H-2A workers 
(Önel and Farnsworth, 2016). Employers view the H-2A 
program as expensive and cumbersome, and they prefer 
a simplified, streamlined, and less expensive hiring 
process for these workers. By contrast, worker 
advocates call for stronger enforcement of recruitment, 
housing, and wage protections to prevent exploitation of 
guest workers. 
 

 
From the employers’ point of view, improving the 
operation of the H-2A program by simplifying the 
cumbersome paperwork and streamlining the 
recruitment process would help farmers hire adequate 
guest workers. In particular, farmers would like to lower 
the cost of employing H-2A workers by directly 
sponsoring visas, as in Canada, and not providing free 
housing and transportation or partial payments, as in 
Canada, Australia, and the United Kingdom (Martin and 
Rutledge, 2025). Farmers also prefer guest workers to 
be employed year-round for several years, so that a 
stable labor supply is available for operations such as 
dairy farms. Worker advocates will not positively view 
many of the employers’ preferences for hiring guest 
workers, particularly lower wage rates and not paying for 
housing and transportation. 
 

Conclusions and Implications 
Labor-intensive agriculture has experienced chronic 
labor scarcity, and many crops go unharvested 
(Devadoss and Luckstead, 2008; Luckstead and 
Devadoss, 2019). The immigration policies of Trump 2.0 
are exacerbating this labor scarcity problem. If the 
Trump administration continues to deport undocumented 
farm workers, labor-intensive agriculture could face a 
serious labor shortfall, and, in the short run, farmers will 
likely have to rely on H-2A workers to complete their 
operations. President Trump himself asserted that he 
wants to help farmers by slowing down deportation 
(Madhani and Spagat, 2025), but the actions of ICE and 
other administration officials in June and July 2025 are 
counter to this sentiment (Nichols, 2025; Nobles, 2025). 
Furthermore, the guest-worker program is well-suited to 
the Trump administration’s immigration policy of 
deporting undocumented workers and bringing them 
back legally to work in the United States (Gamboa, 
2025). 
 

Table 2. Adverse Effect Wage Rates ($/hr) for Top 5 H-2A Employing States  
1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020 2024 

California 5.90 6.24 7.27 8.56 10.25 11.33 14.77 19.97 

Washington 5.42 6.41 7.64 9.03 10.85 12.42 15.83 19.82 

Florida 5.16 6.33 7.25 8.07 9.20 10.19 11.71 16.23 

North Carolina 4.33 5.50 6.98 8.24 9.59 10.32 12.67 16.16 

Georgia 4.29 5.66 6.72 8.07 9.11 10.00 11.71 16.08 

Sources: Whittaker (2008); Federal Register (2024) and various issues. 

 

Table 3. Cost of Employing an H-2A Versus a Domestic Worker 

Expenses H-2A Worker Domestic Worker 

Cost of procuring  $2,000  $0  

Housing and transport at worksite $10,000  $0  

Wage bill for 125 days at $130/day $16,250  $16,250  

Payroll taxes (at the rate of 10%) $0  $1,625  

Total cost $28,250  $17,875  

Source: Rural Migration News (2024b); Castillo, Martin, and Rutledge (2024). 
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With AEWR wages growing at about 20% a year and H-
2A workers becoming unaffordable, the deportation of 
undocumented workers could increase labor costs. This 
higher cost could be passed on to consumers who are 
already beset with food price inflation. If fresh produce 
prices keep increasing sharply, more fruit and vegetable 
imports are likely (Naing, Devadoss, and Hi, 
Forthcoming). 
 
A potentially long-term outcome is that farmers will need 
to mechanize (Bampasidou and Salassi, 2019; Önel et 
al., 2025) and adopt labor-saving technologies for 
weeding, pruning, and harvesting (Vougioukas et al., 
2025; Karkee et al., 2025) to reduce labor costs 
(Charlton et al., 2025). While artificial intelligence may 

increase the rate of innovation in these areas (Önel et 
al., 2025), if wages become too high without any new 
labor-saving technology, farmers may have to switch 
from more labor-intensive crops to less labor-intensive 
crops to reduce labor costs (Rural Migration News, 
2024b). 
 
Though immigration policy is a national issue, farmers 
and growers are heavily impacted by policies that restrict 
migrant workers. Therefore, immigration policy and the 
need for immigrant farm labor will continue to be at the 
forefront of public debate. 
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Breaking Down the Deportation Strategy: A Look at Policies, 
Costs, and Potential Consequences 
 

Alejandro Gutiérrez-Li 

 

Curtailing the number of undocumented immigrants and 
reducing future inflows is the top priority of the second 
Trump administration. To achieve these goals, the 
government plans to ramp up mass deportations, deter 
individuals from illegally coming to the United States, 
and increase the costs of legal immigration. Deporting 
individuals is both financially and logistically costly, and 
different policies have been passed over the years to 
achieve such goal both at the federal and state levels, 
with different degrees of success. At the same time, 
many individuals without legal authorization in the United 
States have been living in the country for many years (or 
decades) and are part of local labor markets in sectors in 
which recruiting domestic workers has proven to be a 
challenge. If mass deportations are carried out, and no 
alternative sources of labor or production are afforded to 
employers, the impact on industries like agriculture, 
construction, restaurants, and hospitality could be 
substantial, adversely affecting the entire economy. 
 
This article examines recent trends in repatriations 
across multiple administrations, the countries of origin of 
most deportees, and the main reasons for their removal. 
Subsequently, we analyze policies used in the last two 
decades to carry out enforcement at the federal level, 
together with examples of state-level additional 
measures that have been implemented across the 
country. Importantly, the number of unauthorized 
individuals and their labor supply are not influenced by 
single policies or the combination of them, but rather by 
the degree to which the plethora of policies is enforced. 
We highlight some actions that the current administration 
is taking to increase removals as well as the practical 
costs of carrying out a large-scale deportation effort. The 
effects on sectors historically reliant on undocumented 
labor, as well as the entire American economy, are 
discussed at the end.  

                                                      
1 If the individuals are forced out of the country (i.e. removed 
against their will), they are technically deported.  

Repatriations 
One key outcome associated with immigration 
enforcement is repatriation, defined as the process of 
sending a foreigner back to their country of origin or a 
third country.1  Official statistics include, under this 
definition, administrative and enforcement returns, 
removals, and expulsions based on Title 42 (a temporary 
policy that allowed the government to quickly expel 
individuals based on health concerns during the COVID 
pandemic). In the last decade, more than 8,215,000 
individuals were removed (Figure 1). During that time, 
repatriations peaked in 2022 thanks to a significant rise 
in expulsions based on Title 42. After the policy ended in 
2023, the number of repatriations returned to 
comparable levels seen up to 2020. 
 
In the last two decades, the overwhelming majority of 
deported individuals were from Mexico, the top source 
country of immigrants in the United States (Table 1), 
followed by citizens from the so-called “Northern 
Triangle” (Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador). 
Combined, individuals from these four countries 
represented close to 90% of all deportees, although 
citizens from 210 different nations were removed. 
 
One argument traditionally used to politically justify 
stronger immigration enforcement and removals is that 
immigrants have high crime rates. As shown in Table 2, 
during 2003–2024, the most common reasons for 
deporting individuals were illegal entry, driving under the 
influence of alcohol, assault, traffic offenses, illegal 
reentry, and burglary. Approximately 50% of all deported 
individuals had no criminal conviction. 
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Immigration Enforcement Measures 

Immigration enforcement has been implemented in the 
last two decades through multiple programs like Secure 
Communities, 287(g) agreements, E-Verify, and 

Omnibus Laws (Amuedo‐Dorantes and Arenas‐Arroyo, 
2019). Secure Communities (SC) started in 2008 and 
was replaced by the Priority Enforcement Program 
(PEP) in 2014. The program was piloted during the 
George W. Bush Administration, and  required agencies 
to establish concrete strategies for collecting biometric 
data of individuals who might be deemed a national 
security threat (Tokar, 2013). SC was based on 
information sharing, guaranteeing that fingerprints and 
other biometric data from detainees were checked with 
the Department of Homeland Security and the Federal 
Bureau of Investigation to assess whether individuals 
had prior criminal activity. SC entailed cooperation 
between local and state authorities and the federal  

                                                      
2 The policy’s name was temporarily changed to the Priority 
Enforcement Program (PEP) from November 2014 to January 
2017. 

 
government. The program was rolled out in a staggered  
way all around the country. Data from the Transactional 
Records Access Clearing House at Syracuse University 
(TRACImmigration, 2025) show that, during 2009–2020, 
761,509 individuals were removed nationwide through 
the Secure Communities Program (see Figure 2).2   SC 
was discontinued by the Biden administration in 2021. 
 
Most individuals removed under SC were located, not 
surprisingly, in states with large immigrant populations 
(Figure 3). Notably, almost 30% were found in Texas 
(225,739), followed by California (176,255), Arizona 
(58,709), and Florida (37,952). It is worth noting that, in 
each state, some localities or urban centers may decide 
to become “sanctuary cities,” which means that local 
authorities do not cooperate with the federal government 
in immigration enforcement actions. Such local rules 
tend to reduce the effectiveness of enforcement to 
different degrees. 

 

Figure 1. Immigration and Customs Enforcement Removals Nationwide, 2003–2024 

 

 

Source: Data from the Office of the Homeland Security Statistics based on calendar year. Repatriations include Title 42 
expulsions, administrative returns, enforcement returns, and removals. See the page below for the definitions of each category: 
https://ohss.dhs.gov/topics/immigration/immigration-enforcement/monthly-tables [Accessed October 18, 2025]. 
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Table 1. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) Removals by Nationality: 2003-2024 

Country Removals 

Mexico 3,373,405 

Guatemala 649,935 

Honduras 521,894 

El Salvador 338,861 

Dominican Republic  58,714 

Brazil 58,663 

Colombia 54,595 

Ecuador 42,839 

Nicaragua 34,352 

Jamaica 23,839 

Other 320,614 

Total 5,477,711 

 Source: Data from TRACImmigration (2025). Title 42 removals are not included. 
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Unlike SC, 287(g) agreements are of voluntary adoption. 
The programs were created in 1996 by the Illegal 
Immigration Reform and Immigration Responsibility Act 
as an addition to Section 287(g) of the Immigration and 
Nationality Act (INA), enacted in 1952, which explains 
their name (Immigration and Customs Enforcement, 
2025). The agreements give local and state law 
enforcement agents the power to exercise some 
immigration-related measures. Police officers operating 
in jurisdictions with a 287(g) agreement in place are 
allowed to interrogate and arrest immigrants without a 
warrant, jail individuals, and begin removal processes. 
As of February 2025, there were more than 150 287(g) 
agreements in place in counties in Alabama, Alaska, 
Arizona, Arkansas, Colorado, Florida, Georgia, Idaho, 
Kansas, Maryland, Massachusetts, Montana, Nebraska, 
Nevada, New York, North Carolina, South Carolina, 
Oklahoma, Tennessee, Texas, Wisconsin, and 
Wyoming. About 140,000 individuals were removed from 
the country via 287(g) agreements between 2009 and 
2024 (Figure 4). 
 
E-Verify is an enforcement program of voluntary 
adoption by private employers and mandatory in most of 
the public sector. The program was created by the Illegal  
Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act  

 
(IIRIRA) of 1996 and was called the Basic Pilot Program 
until 2007 (Huang et al., 2022). In 2009 the government 
made E-Verify mandatory among federal contractors and 
subcontractors (Huang et al., 2022). It consists of online 
employment eligibility verification, by which employers 
check whether job applicants have work authorization by 
cross-checking information provided by the candidates 
with records from the Department of Homeland Security 
and the Social Security Administration. Prior versions of 
the Farm Workforce Modernization Act (a project to 
update farm labor rules, which has repeatedly failed to 
be passed into law) have included provisions to make E-
Verify mandatory across all agricultural employers. 
 
Omnibus laws are immigration enforcement measures 
taken at the state rather than the federal level. They 
usually grant officers the ability to ask individuals to 
show if they have legal status to be in the US and come 
in the form of single bills encompassing multiple 
provisions related to immigration (Anadón, 2023). The 
first such law was implemented in Arizona in 2010. More 
recently, Florida passed Bill 1718 into law. According to 
this piece of legislation, private businesses with 25 or 
more employees must implement E-Verify to screen all 
new workers. In addition, transporting undocumented 
immigrants and the use of false IDs to work became  

Table 2. Most Serious Criminal Conviction of Deportees, 2003–2024 

Cause Total 

No conviction 2,691,283 

Illegal entry (INA SEC.101(a)(43)(O), 8USC1325 only) 499,021 

Driving under the influence of liquor 255,903 

Assault 171,077 

Traffic offense 123,567 

Illegal reentry (INA SEC.101(a)(43)(O), 8USC1326 only) 108,263 

Burglary 83,174 

Other 1,545,423 

Total 5,477,711 

Source: Data from TRACImmigration (2025). 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Secure Communities Removals, 2009–2020 

 
Source: Data TRACImmigration (2025). 
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felonies. The law also punishes undocumented 
immigrants who drive with out-of-state licenses. 
Omnibus laws do not replace federal immigration 
regulations and can coexist with national-level policies. It 
is also worth mentioning that, in addition to immigration 
policies applicable nationwide or in individual states, 
other measures can be taken that indirectly end up 
impacting the stock and flow of immigrants into the 
United States. For example, during the COVID 
pandemic, the introduction of Title 42 stood out as a 
temporary measure put in place to quickly expel 
migrants encountered in states that border Mexico. The 
policy was in effect from March 21, 2020, to May 11, 
2023,3   and was not designed as an immigration policy. 
Instead, the justification for its implementation was 
based on health-related concerns.   

                                                      
3 Additional information on Title 42 removals and other 
enforcement policies can be found here: 

 
The adoption of policies like SC, 287(g) agreements, 
and E-Verify has been found to reduce the farm labor 
supply across the country and negatively impact the 
incomes of farmers (Kostandini et al., 2014; Luo and 
Kostandini, 2022; Luo, Konstandini, and Jordan, 2023). 
Similar effects are seen in other sectors heavily reliant 
on unauthorized labor, like construction and hospitality 
(Gutiérrez-Li, 2025). More generally, between 2020 and 
2024, there were on average 352,000 deportations per 
year (Gelatt and Bush-Joseph, 2025), and the Trump 
administration wants to increase that number to 1 
million. Given the limited amount of resources (budget, 
detention facilities, and officers) and their policy 
priorities, different administrations have shifted funds 
from interior to border enforcement (or vice versa) rather 
than addressing both at the same time. 

https://ohss.dhs.gov/topics/immigration/immigration-
enforcement/monthly-tables 

 

Figure 3. Top Ten States by Secure Communities Removals, 2009–2020

 
Source: Data from TRACImmigration (2025). 
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Figure 4. 287(g) Program Removals, 2009–2024

 
Source: Data from TRACImmigration (2025). 
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Last, it is important to note that individuals’ behavior is 
influenced by the combination of all policies in place. 
However, the key aspect people take into consideration 
is the degree to which they are enforced. Since major 
immigration enforcement programs generally require 
approval from Congress, the executive branch is 
somewhat bound by the existing policies. What matters 
in practice is whether and the extent to which policies 
are implemented. Gutiérrez-Li and Rubalcaba (2025) 
found that even in periods outside the activation of 
immigration enforcement policies, unexpected increases 
in enforcement intensity led to sharp, albeit temporary, 
reductions in the labor supply of farmworkers. According 
to the authors, above-normal levels of immigration-
related arrests in a community can decrease labor force 
participation by as much as 3.2 percentage points and 
reduce weekly working hours by as much as 17% per 
month. Their results show that localized immigration 
enforcement exerts downward pressure on the 
agricultural labor supply even during periods when new 
policies are not being activated, especially in regions of 
the United States where labor-intensive agricultural 
production is widespread. 
 

The policies explained above—SC, 287(g), and E-Verify, 
among others—have been used for many years to 
exercise immigration enforcement. In addition, the 
current administration has expanded its efforts to deport 
individuals by taking measures like allowing immigration 
agents to search and detain undocumented individuals 
in houses of worship, schools, hospitals, and other 
sensitive places (Bustillo, 2025). Likewise, the 
administration is taking efforts to force areas to eliminate 
sanctuary city policies (White House, 2025) and has built 
new prisons and detention facilities in states like Florida. 
Moreover, the government has announced the creation 
of a program for undocumented individuals to self-deport 
in exchange for a bonus or cash payment. According to 
the Department of Homeland Security, there will be a 
“historic opportunity for illegal aliens to receive cost-free 
travel, forgiveness of any failure to depart fines, and a 
$1,000 exit bonus” to facilitate travel back to immigrants’ 
countries of origin (or another country) through the CBP 
Home Mobile App (Department of Homeland Security, 
2025). 
 

Costs 
Carrying out a major deportation effort involves two main 
types of costs. First, there are costs of production (CP), 
which refer to the negative impact of removing workers 
on production. In sectors like agriculture, reliance on 
undocumented workers is well known (Gutiérrez-Li, 
2025; Hertz and Zahniser; Kostandini et al., 2014), as 
manual labor has become harder to find in some areas 
of the country. If employers in sectors in which domestic 

                                                      
4 See this recent post found on the USA jobs website on 
August 8, 2025, for a Deportation Officer: 
https://www.usajobs.gov/job/841738400  

workers are hard to recruit cannot automate their 
production processes or find other workers, production 
losses (like food rotting on farms or construction projects 
halting) are to be expected. Estimates of the impact of 
enforcement on key economic variables vary. However, 
several recent studies generally suggest negative 
effects. For example, according to the Budget Model at 
the University of Pennsylvania (https://budgetmodel. 
wharton.upenn.edu), mass deportations in the following 
four to ten years would lead to significant GDP losses (in 
the billions), wage reductions for both low- and high-
skilled workers, and fewer jobs. Moreover, 
undocumented immigrants also pay taxes through their 
payroll and consumption within the United States, and 
their removal would translate into tax revenue losses. 
Similarly, a study from the Dallas Federal Reserve Bank 
(Orrenius et al., 2025) concludes that a reduction in net 
immigration to the United States will hamper GDP 
growth but could have a small impact on inflation, while 
researchers at the Peterson Institute for International 
Economics found, in addition, a negative association 
between deportations and employment (McKibbin, 
Hogan, and Noland, 2024). 
 

The second main cost associated with enforcement 
relates to the actual financial burden of deporting 
individuals, including arresting and/or detaining migrants, 
processing them through the court systems, keeping 
them in jails, and their removal to their countries of origin 
or other nations via buses or flights. Providing a $1,000 
bonus and covering all the transportation costs for 
individuals to self-deport is potentially a cheaper option 
than forcibly removing them, but an onerous one in and 
of itself. The workforce needed at each of these steps 
includes ICE agents, security personnel, lawyers, 
judges, clerks, pilots, and police officers, among many 
others. Likewise, costs associated with deterrence and 
finishing the border wall are also considerable. US 
Immigration and Customs Enforcement does not 
currently have the personnel to carry out the ambitious 
goal of deporting millions of undocumented immigrants 
in the next few years. For this reason, the Department of 
Homeland Security is trying to rehire retired personnel 
by offering different perks, including $50,000 signing and 
retention bonuses.4 
 

Discussion and Concluding Remarks 
Labor shortages have become a persistent challenge for 
sectors like agriculture, construction, health care, and 
hospitality, which have historically relied on 
undocumented workers (Gutiérrez-Li, 2025 and 2024a). 
Research has shown that, even in periods of crises and 
high unemployment, domestic workers are reluctant to 
take jobs in industries involving physically demanding 
tasks, like agriculture (Luckstead, Nayga, and Snell, 
2022). 

https://www.usajobs.gov/job/841738400
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In the context of a potential sharp increase in 
deportations, a significant reduction in the number of 
new illegal borders crossings, tightening of immigration 
enforcement in the interior, the end of programs allowing 
individuals from certain countries to live and work 
temporarily in the United States, a reduction in refugee 
admissions, a rise in self-deportations, and an increase 
in legal migration costs, the United States will likely 
experience a workforce contraction. Sectors already 
struggling to find workers could find themselves facing 
increased competition for a scarcer labor supply. In turn, 
this could push some companies out of business, lead to 
higher wage bills, and even result in temporary product 
and service shortages, as domestic production costs go 
up and the costs of imports rise due to tariffs and other 
barriers. New job creation and innovation could also be 
threatened if self-employed individuals are deported, as 
immigrants tend to be over-represented in the 
entrepreneurship sector (Gutiérrez-Li, 2024b). 
 
 
 
 

While significant increases in labor costs will likely lead 
to disruptions and other challenges, long-run desirable 
changes could accelerate. First, investments in 
automation could increase. Secondly, artificial 
intelligence and other technologies could improve 
efficiency in production processes and reduce the need 
for manual, low-skilled labor, and at the same time foster 
demand for workers with a different skillset. Additionally, 
although unlikely, the exacerbation of labor shortages 
could open opportunities to pass immigration reforms, 
creating legal pathways to employ foreign workers in 
industries needing them in a more affordable way. In any 
case, the appetite for goods and services from industries 
currently employing undocumented workers is not 
expected to wane any time soon. On the contrary, the 
demand for fresh produce and housing is likely to rise 
with population and economic growth. Likewise, the 
aging of the current population will likely result in an 

increase in demand for healthcare services. 
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Economic Effects of Mass Deportations 
 

Angel Aguiar and Stephen Devadoss 

 

Since taking office, the Trump administration has 
allocated more resources to the Department of 
Homeland Security to fulfill the campaign promise “to 
deport all immigrants in the US illegally over his four-
year term” (Hesson and Hesson, 2024). Deporting all 
undocumented workers is difficult because many are 
employed in rural areas, and a network of employers, 
churches, and relatives may provide safe locations to 
avoid deportation. Public protests to these deportation 
policies, as evidenced by nationwide demonstrations in 
June 2025, are in support of undocumented workers, 
many of whom perform laborious jobs that many US 
citizens do not want to take on (Mukherjee and 
Krogstad, 2024; Devadoss and Luckstead, 2025b). In 
response to nationwide protests and well-publicized 
Immigration and Customs Enforcement raids, the 
presidential rhetoric has softened on deporting illegal 
migrants (Nichols, 2025). More recently, President 
Trump said he would let migrant workers stay on US 
farms and in the hotel industry (Reuters, 2025). In 
contrast, White House “border czar” Tom Homan noted 
that “work site enforcement operations are going to 
massively expand” (Meyersohn and Yurkevich, 2025). 
 
Even though much of the deportation took place in big 
cities, a few highly publicized deportations of migrants in 
Omaha meat-packing plants and farm raids in California 
have undocumented workers on alert. Consequently, 
these raids have caused fear and anxiety among these 
workers, triggering workplace absenteeism (Arcand, 
2025; Meyersohn and Yurkevich, 2025).  
 
In view of these raids and increased workplace 
absenteeism, we consider a 50% deportation rate of 
unauthorized workers, which amounts to 3.83 million 
workers unable to come to work. Gutiérrez-Li (2025) 
notes that mass deportation could have significant 
consequences for the agriculture, construction, and 
hospitality sectors that have relied heavily on these 
workers. Because mass deportation would affect many 
sectors and reverberate to allied and subsidiary sectors 
of the US economy, a general equilibrium analysis is 

needed to determine the economy-wide impacts of this 
policy. Therefore, the goal of this article is to use a 
version of the GTAP (Global Trade Analysis Project) 
framework to quantify the impacts of Trump’s mass 
deportation policy on the US economy, with a focus on 
the agriculture sector. 
 

GTAP Model 
The GTAP framework considers a database and model 
of the world economy. Corong et al. (2017) introduce the 
latest changes to this multiregional model, where every 
country/region consists of multiple sectors, and countries 
are linked through bilateral trade. The GTAP model is an 
open-source model, and the database provides the 
country and sectoral dimensions and, more importantly, 
the initial baseline. For this study, we use the GTAP 
database version 11, which contains 141 countries and 
65 sectors in each country. This snapshot of the world 
economy serves as the benchmark or initial equilibrium.  
 
Aguiar et al. (2022) describe the many international 
inputs reconciled to compile the latest version of GTAP. 
The countries’ intersectoral relations in GTAP are 
calibrated using individual input-output tables (IOTs). In 
the GTAP database, macroeconomic data are used to 
update the IOTs, and balanced bilateral trade flows are 
used to connect countries, such that IOTs are adjusted 
to account for balanced trade and bilateral import tariffs 
and agricultural export subsidies. Domestic supports 
capture protection measures; agricultural and energy 
production values are accounted for to provide the best 
representation of the world economy for the reference 
year 2017. The standard assumptions include perfect 
competition and constant returns to scale. The 
production structure considers a combination of value-
added and intermediate goods. Intermediate goods are 
differentiated between domestic and imported goods, 
and imported goods are differentiated by country of 
origin. It is in the value-added nesting that our model 
exploits the migration extension of GTAP (Walmsley, 
2017). While in standard GTAP, all workers are 
assumed to be domestic, Aguiar and Walmsley (2025)  
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identify the number of domestic and foreign workers in 
each of the 160 regions in GTAP. This extension 
differentiates domestic labor from foreign labor, and 
foreign labor is further differentiated by legal status. 
Following the methodology in Aguiar (2009), we calibrate 
the number of undocumented workers by industry using 
the estimates of Krogstad, Lopez, and Passel (2020), 
which match our reference year. 
 
We use a 2017 reference year to model a recent policy 
scenario; though this is not ideal, it is the latest available 
data to calibrate our model. Since 2017, the single major 
event that has affected the world is the COVID-19 
pandemic, and US unemployment reached its highest 
point in recent history at 15% but has returned to pre-
pandemic levels and remains stable at around 4% 
(FRED, 2025). According to the USDA (2025), the size 
of the US agricultural workforce declined due to 
mechanization between 1950 and 1990, but has 
remained stable after 1990. Recently, the American 
Immigration Council (2024) has published shares of 
undocumented workers by industry based on the 2022 
American Community Survey, consistent with the values 
we use. 

 

Simulation Analysis 

Because the exact number of the undocumented 
foreign-born population is not known, demographers use 
the residual method to estimate that between 10 million 
and 13 million undocumented immigrants reside in the 
United States. Since not all are of working age, we 
calibrate our model to the labor participation of the 
United States and follow the work published by The Pew 
Research Center, whose estimations are closer to the 
lower end of the undocumented population (see 
Krogstad, Lopez, and Passel, 2020). The Pew Research 
Center also provides information on the origin of 
undocumented migrants and on the distribution of 
undocumented workers in the United States across  
industries. According to Krogstad, Lopez, and Passel 
(2020), certain industries have a large share of  
undocumented workers in their labor force. Figure 1 
shows that in 2017, agriculture and construction had the 
largest share of undocumented workers, but the total 
immigrant workforce did not exceed 30%. We use this 
employment information to calibrate our model (Aguiar 
and Devadoss, 2025). 
 
 

 

Figure 1. 2017 Share of Immigrants by Industry (as a percentage)  

 

 

Source: Krogstad, Lopez, and Passel (2020).  
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Table 1. Real Output Changes (2017 USD, millions)  

Baseline Updated Percentage Change 

Agriculture 465,471  459,874  -1.20% 
Construction 1,535,424  1,509,531  -1.69% 
Mining 523,914  521,538  -0.45% 
Leisure/hospitality 1,223,362  1,202,166  -1.73% 
Personal/other services 843,196  828,485  -1.74% 
Manufacturing 6,521,504  6,429,932  -1.40% 
Other services 22,172,314  21,915,154  -1.16%     

GDP 19,479,580 19,241,184  -1.22% 

Source: Author’s results. 
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Results 
Sectoral Output and GDP 
In our scenario, we reduce the undocumented labor 
force by 50%, or 3.83 million, which will create a labor 
shortage and reduce production activities, leading to a 
decline in US gross domestic product (GDP) by 1.22%, 
or about $237.65 billion. Overall, the effect of this 
deportation scenario is to reduce the output for all 
sectors (Table 1). 
 
The estimated loss to GDP is consistent with the losses 
reported by other studies. Thierfelder, Robinson, and 
Hinojosa (2025) and McKibbin, Hogan, and Noland 
(2024) present larger GDP losses because they simulate 
that all undocumented workers will be repatriated; in the 
latter case, since they use a dynamic model, they find  
 

 
1 GTAP uses the International Standard Industrial 
Classification, where these services include Arts, 
entertainment and recreation; Other service activities; Activities 

 
that the US economy will follow a new path that is below 
the initial baseline. Edelberg et al. (2025) obtain smaller 
GDP losses using a model that is more detailed in their 
accounting of migration flows, as they estimate changes 
in net migration flows, considering inflows and outflows. 
Accounting for the inflow of migrants helps ameliorate 
the effects on GDP. It appears that the model used by 
Edelberg et al. (2025) does not account for the effects 
on other industries due to competition for the labor force 
as modeled by the current study and those by 
Thierfelder, Robinson, and Hinojosa (2025) and 
McKibbin, Hogan, and Noland (2024). 
 
On aggregate, sectoral output is negative, where leisure 
and other personal services (which include those who  
work in private households)1  endure the largest output 
reduction. Construction and agriculture also experience 

of households as employers; undifferentiated goods- and 
services-producing activities of households for own use. 

Table 2. Changes to Domestic Sales, Imports, and Exports (2017 USD, millions) 

 
Baseline Percentage Change 

Domestic sales 

Agriculture 387,814  -1.38% 

Paddy rice 2,196  -1.35% 

Cereal grains nec 49,620  -1.38% 

Construction 1,532,073  -1.68% 

Mining 465,634  -1.04% 

Leisure /hospitality 1,107,773  -1.71% 

Personal/other services 834,538  -1.74% 

Manufacturing 5,205,155  -1.59% 

Other services 21,563,859  -1.19% 
 

  
Imports 

Agriculture 51,233  -0.95% 

Paddy rice 2  -0.30% 

Cereal grains nec 1,075  -0.99% 

Construction 3,300  0.99% 

Mining 161,578  -2.63% 

Leisure /hospitality 97,455  -0.35% 

Personal/other services 2,391  -0.29% 

Manufacturing 2,120,636  -0.94% 

Other services 447,811  -1.03% 
   

Exports 

Agriculture 77,990  -0.33% 

Paddy rice 442  1.04% 

Cereal grains nec 11,614  0.16% 

Construction 3,351  -4.37% 

Mining 61,080  4.31% 

Leisure /hospitality 115,589  -1.97% 

Personal/other services 8,657  -2.28% 

Manufacturing 1,352,658  -0.68% 

Other services 596,399  1.97% 

Source: Author’s results. nec stands for “not elsewhere classified.” 
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large output reductions, which are affected not only by 
the loss of workers but also by the expected reallocation 
of resources. To compensate for the loss of workers, 
these sectors would have to hire workers from other 
sectors, putting pressure on wages and increasing the 
cost of production, which would lead to higher output 
prices. Increase in the labor costs is consistent with East 
et al. (2023), who examine the labor market effects of 
immigration enforcement and find that deportations 
would reduce the hourly wages of US-born individuals in 
the short term. This is not what we find in our model, 
which reflects medium- to long-term effects and 
considers additional factors of production. 
 

Domestic Sales, Imports, and Exports 

Given higher prices and a reduction in output, domestic 
sales and imports decrease. The domestic sales of 
personal services and leisure decrease the most, 
followed by construction and manufacturing (Table 2). 
Imports from mining and other services would decline 
the most. Imports are determined in the model by the 
level of substitution and price differentials. Although 
overall output declines, the reduction of domestic sales 
in certain sectors and price differentials across sectors 
provide opportunities for export growth. This is the case 
in mining, rice, and other cereals sectors; however, in 
overall agriculture, exports decrease as well. 
 

Input Prices 
The deportation policy causes labor shortages in many 
sectors of the economy. The model traces reallocation of 
resources (e.g., capital and workers of different skills) 
until the percentage changes in these input prices or 
rates of return are equalized. Producers expand the use 
of other inputs to compensate for the loss of these 
workers. The additional demand will increase the price of 
other inputs, causing an increase in the cost of 
production. We estimate a 1.36% increase in the real 
wage of low-skilled workers and a 0.6% increase for 
skilled workers because these workers are substitutes 
for undocumented workers to a certain degree. The 
higher wage rates in the United States due to 
deportation can have the unintended consequence of 
attracting foreign workers to illegally migrate to the 
United States (Devadoss and Luckstead, 2025; 
Thierfelder, Robinson, and Hinojosa, 2025). Given the 
reduction in production, other factor endowments 
(capital, land, and natural resources) experience their 
returns to decrease because these inputs are  
 

complements to the undocumented workers. The results  
show that returns to capital decrease by 0.91% and land 
and natural resources by about 4%. 
 

Contributions to Food Price Increases 
Because of the reduction in undocumented workers, 
employers need to increase the demand for other 
workers. Given the low unemployment rate in the United 
States, the model is based on full employment, which 
means that employers compete for factors of production 
already employed in other industries. To attract workers 
into their industry, employers increase wages, which in 
turn raises the operating costs, leading to higher costs of 
production and subsequently prices of US goods, and 
thus exacerbating US inflation. 
 

International Impacts of Mass Deportations 
Our model tracks the relocation of migrants from the 
United States to their country of origin. Since most of the 
undocumented workers are from Mexico, the repatriation 
leads to more Mexican workers returning to their home 
country, implying an increase in the labor force in 
Mexico. With fewer migrants from Mexico in the United 
States, the remittances sent from the United States to 
Mexico after the deportation fall (Table 3). Total 
remittances from the United States decline by $21.6 
billion, the largest reduction in remittances to a single 
country is to Mexico ($6.6 billion), followed by the 
remittances to the rest of the countries in the Americas 
($6.3 billion). If we combine the remainder of countries, 
excluding Mexico and the rest of the countries in the 
Americas, we find that remittances to the rest of the 
world drop by $8.6 billion. Since the model captures 
changes in bilateral remittances, our simulation also 
reflects diminished remittances into the United States. 
The smaller changes are due to the influx of return 
migration, which reduces the wages in the home 
country, reducing the income and therefore the level of 
remittances. 
 

Conclusion 
A large-scale deportation of immigrant workers will lead 
to a decline in GDP. Because of the reduction in output, 
domestic sales and exports fall, and, to meet the 
shortages, imports increase. To mitigate the adverse 
impacts of the repatriation of migrant workers, the US 
government could expand its guest-worker programs 
(e.g., the H-2A), which is a temporary program for  
 

Table 3. Change in Bilateral Remittances (USD, millions)  
US Mexico Rest of America Rest of the World 

US 0 -44 -5 0 

Mexico -6,630 0 -1 0 

Rest of the Americas -6,337 -4 -9 1 

Rest of the world -8,585 -18 -58 38 

 Source: Author’s results. 
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seasonal work in agriculture (Devadoss and Gautam,  
2025). Luckstead and Devadoss (2019) and Devadoss  
and Luckstead (2025a) provide details of this program 
that focuses on the agricultural industry. While 
expanding the H-2A program would also alleviate short-
run labor shortages in agriculture, it is not available for  
nonseasonal sectors like dairy (Gutiérrez-Li, 2025).  
 

Similarly, other industries are in need of workers, and 
temporary work programs could also address labor 
shortages in these industries. Congress must pass new 
regulations to satisfy the legal flow of workers for the US 
economy to grow.  
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