
This year, Worcester State College celebrated Latino Month by inviting Maria Echaveste 
to come and speak about Immigration and Labor Needs in the 21st Century.  She received her 
Juris Doctor from the University of California at Berkeley and served as Assistant to the 
President and Deputy Chief of Staff for Bill Clinton from May 1998 to January 2001.   
 Though the issue of immigration and labor needs is controversial, it’s not just a U.S. issue 
– it’s something that happens on a worldwide, daily basis.  To understand why this issue is so 
controversial, we first have to know what we’re fighting about. 
 Echaveste pointed out that historically, we’ve always had a problem with two key points.  
First, who gets to be an American?  And second, how do we meet our labor needs?  Today, the 
only industry that is entirely dependant on the work of illegal immigrants is agriculture; 60-70 
percent of the 2 million illegal immigrants working on farms are illegal.  Unfortunately, 
however, when the economy is going well, the government turns a blind eye to this.  In fact, 
farmers are still given a three day notice before their farms are raided. 
 Surprisingly, however, of the 12 million illegal immigrants who cross our borders, fewer 
than 200,000 are given permanent visas for employment, and nearly half a million are able to 
overstay these visas.  So, if all the illegal immigrants are working, why do we put so much 
emphasis on them instead of on the people hiring them?   

The answer is simple:  First, there’s an old law that says it’s not considered “harboring 
illegal immigrants” if they’re employed.  The process of tracking down illegal, working 
immigrants is so complex that it actually prevents the agencies from doing their job; in 2004, 
only four employers were penalized.  Second, work conditions and wages are being pushed down 
so much that an American would rather stick to a minimum wage job flipping burgers than earn 
$10 an hour to pick vegetables.   

“When the recruitment pool is the world,” says Echaveste, “there will always be someone 
willing to do the work.” 
 To help solve the problem, Echavaste proposes that we create a plan similar to credit 
cards.  These cards would contain the immigrant’s information, and the employer would simply 
have to scan the card for verification. 
 Cheryl Burlingame, a junior double majoring in Psychology and Spanish, believes it’s an 
interesting idea to think of a program that would allow the illegal immigrants to work.   After all, 
if that’s what they’re already doing, why not help them? 
 Meanwhile, Christina Pingitore, a Communication Sciences and Disorders major, was 
struck by the fact that most Americans would rather stay at McDonald’s than earn twice as much 
in the fields.  “Sure the job is harder,” she says, “but no one can survive and support themselves 
on a minimum wage job.” 
 Perhaps one of the most interesting things Echavaste spoke about came during the Q&A 
session.  Someone had mentioned race, and Echavaste responded that it’s still an unsolved 
problem.  In fact, by the year 2050, Caucasians will be a minority.  “It comes down to knowing 
people,” she said.  “If you know different kinds of people, you’re less likely to have stereotypes.”  
Over time, we have made progress; the fact that we even had a Civil Rights movement and that 
we ended legalized slavery speaks volumes, but we still have a ways to go. 
 Thirty years ago, California was in the top 5 states – all the top schools and best jobs 
were in the state; there were no problems when it came to educating all the white people that 
came from Oklahoma or Mississippi.  Now that all of those faces have turned brown and black, 
however, they don’t get to go to school and get an education to better themselves and their lives.  
“Instead of educating them,” says Echavaste, “we built more prisons.”  


