
Statement Of

Alexander Tabarrok
Vice President and Director of Research

The Independent Institute

Before the

California Little Hoover Commission on
Immigrant Integration

May 24, 2001

     100 Swan Way
     Oakland, CA 94621-1428

     Tel: 510-632-1366 • Fax: 510-568-6040
     Email: info@independent.org

     http://www.independent.org



2

I have been asked to speak about the integration of immigrants and in particular
about the role of the state government in integrating immigrants.  I would like to begin by
pointing out that integration is not always desirable.  Immigrants, for example, have
much lower rates of crime than do natives and they have especially low rates relative to
what one would predict given their education and income levels (Butcher and Piehl,
1998).  If natives had the same institutionalization rate as immigrants our jails and
prisons would have one-third fewer inmates.  In this case, it is unfortunate that
immigrants eventually do assimilate to US levels of crime, although we are lucky that
assimilation with respect to crime takes some time.  We can hope that in the long-run the
presence of immigrants will in fact reduce the native level of crime – that is that natives
assimilate to the immigrant way of life.  Immigrants also compare well with natives on a
number of other characteristics.  The strength of Hispanic families relative to those of
natives is notable, for example, as are the high rates of entrepreneurship among Korean,
Chinese and Cuban immigrants (Portes and Zhou, 1999).

Bearing in mind these and other qualifications it is nevertheless true that in many
respects integration is desirable.  Proficiency in the English language is the single most
desirable aspect of integration.  I will say more about language policy in a moment, but
I'd like to speak first and more generally about education.  Education is important not
only for immigrants and their children but also for natives. Immigration is most
controversial to the extent that low-skilled immigrants reduce the wages of low-skilled
natives.  Education helps on both sides of this equation.  The more educated the natives
are the greater the benefits of immigration and the more educated immigrants are the
greater the benefits of immigration.

What role can the state play in this process?  Unfortunately, the state is already
playing too large a role in the provision of education, with notably poor results - SAT
scores are down, U.S. students perform poorly compared to those in other nations, we are
spending more on education than ever before and we are getting less (Vedder 2000).
Astoundingly, the high school dropout rate in California is 32 percent with an immigrant
high school drop out rate of around 45 percent.  Even supporters of government schools
like Governor Gray Davis call them "a disaster."  In Oakland, where I live, 70 percent of
the students are not reading at grade level.  Oakland superintendent Dennis Chaconas is
right when he says that "the students are great, but the system if failing them."

As a result of the failure of the government schools, the amount of home
schooling is exploding – well over one million children are now being home schooled in
the United States (National Home Education Research Institute, NHERI).  The demand
for private schooling more generally is also large and growing.  In 1999, the Children's
Scholarship Fund a private charity set up to help children pay the tuition at private
schools received over one and a quarter million applications for its 40,000 scholarships.
The demand for private education is all the more amazing when one recognizes that by
design the scholarships will only pay about half of the tuition costs.  The rest, typically
around $1000, must come from participating families.
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The CSF inspired many other groups and individuals to begin offering
scholarships to private schools.  The Independent Institute has one such program which
this year will award about 200 scholarships.  Unfortunately, as with the CSF we have
many more applications than scholarship recipients.  The Florida legislature recently
passed a bill to give tax credits to corporations that donated money to scholarship
programs for private schools – this is an excellent idea and one that California should
investigate.

Contrary to much public belief, private schools are on average much less costly
than public schools and private schools serve many low-income immigrant children.  The
Catholic schools in the Archdiocese of Los Angeles, for example, enroll over one
hundred thousand students.  If the Archdiocese schools were government-run it would be
California's third largest school district.  In the 1999-2000 school year 28 percent of LA
Catholic school children received federally subsidized free or reduced price meals and
fifty one percent of archdiocese schools are located in urban or inner-city neighborhoods.
A full 13 percent of students, by the way, are non-Catholic and in some schools the non-
Catholic enrollment approaches 50 percent (Dawson and Helland, 2001).  The Catholic
Education Foundation last year gave tuition awards to nearly 5000 students in the
archdiocese.

Parents must sacrifice to pay private-school tuition on top of taxes but they do so
on behalf of a better education of their children.  Academic research corroborates the
wisdom of parent choice.  Students in private schools are better educated, more likely to
graduate high school and more likely to attend college than similar students in the
government schools (Colman, Hoffer, and Kilgore 1982, Evans and Schwab 1995; for
many further references see also Dawson and Helland 2001, Vedder 2000 and Coulson
1999 for an overview examining other countries and time periods).

Government schools are failing to teach students who have English as a first
language - throw at them the problem of teaching Limited English Proficiency students
and the situation goes from bad to worse.  Immigrants and the children of immigrants
from non-English speaking countries face special challenges in learning English,
adjusting to American culture and at the same time trying to learn new skills that will
serve them well in the American job market.  California's one-size-does-not-fit-all
government school system does not serve these children well.  A particularly notable
example is California's bilingual education policy.  I am not going to enter here into the
debate over whether bilingual education helps or hinders LEP children.  What I do want
to point to is the absurdity of a system which takes decisions away from parents and
individual schools and places them in the hands of politicians, education bureaucrats and
voters.  For twenty years we had a policy in California of encouraging and even
mandating bilingual education for all LEP students in all schools.  Now following,
Proposition 227, we have a policy that severely restricts bilingual education again for all
LEP students in all schools.

It is evident that our politicized system has no room for diversity, experimentation
or competition and a result we are faced with a choice of illiteracy in one language or
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illiteracy in two.  What is needed in place of this is a larger role for private schools and
for parent choice – a process that can and should be encouraged by providing tax credits
to those who donate money to private scholarship funds by offering education vouchers
or tax credits that are available to all parents and finally by privatizing the public schools.

Creating a better education system, which means introducing more private
initiative into the education process, is the best approach to raising the benefits and
lowering the costs of immigration.  I will touch on just a few other areas briefly. By
mandating that all contractors with the state pay union wages, laws such as the little
Davis-Bacon Act make it difficult for immigrants to compete with better established
firms for government contracts.  In addition to raising costs to the state, this reduces the
integration of immigrants into the economic mainstream.  It's revealing to note that the
reason these laws were passed in the thirties was to make it more costly to hire African
Americans, the main source of cheap labor at the time.  The discriminatory impact of
these laws continues to this day (Vedder 1999).

The state and California cities may also do a good deal in the way of deregulation
and regulatory simplification in order to encourage entrepreneurship both among
immigrants and natives.  Los Angeles, for example, has spent billions on a metro system
which is beautiful but little used.  In the meantime jitney’s, inexpensive van transport
services that are often used and run by immigrants are illegal.  Jitney services should be
legalized and taxi-service deregulated.

More generally, the licensing and permitting processes to open and run a small
business can be overwhelming (Staley et al. 2001).  It’s not uncommon that half a dozen
or a dozen different permits and licenses must be obtained often from many different
local and state agencies.  Running this gamut is difficult enough for a native English
speaker it is extremely difficult for a non-native speaker.  Permit and licensing processes
need to be simplified and one-stop shopping in English or Spanish instituted.
Furthermore, licensing requirements need to be reevaluated and many license such as
those for barber, cosmetologist, manicurist dropped altogether.  Note that these are the
sorts of labor-intensive rather than capital intensive jobs that are ideal entry-level
businesses for cash-starved immigrant as well as native entrepreneurs.

It will not have escaped notice that the policies I propose to help immigrants are
also policies to help natives.  What the state of California can best do for immigrants is to
keep its eye on the main issues that effect the quality of life for all Californians – create a
good education system, lower taxes,  and maintain an open, competitive labor market.
Oh yes, and don't forget to keep the lights on.
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