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that undocumented laborers were critical 
to their industries. Locals complained 
that the hours were long and the pay 
low at the chicken plant. Bo Pilgrim 
testified that the country depends on the 
labor of illegal immigrants. After years 
of having a Help Wanted sign outside 
and being unable to fill jobs with local 
workers, Pilgrim’s Pride in Nacogdoches 
eventually hired hundreds of refugees 
from Burma to debone chicken in its 
factory there. In 2015, the state legislature 
passed a law that requires state agencies 
and public universities to use the national 
E-Verify. E-Verify is a national database 
used to verify employment eligibility 
when hiring. The new law cannot be 
applied to current employees and charges 
the Texas Workforce Commission with 
overseeing its enforcement.

In some ways, the debate over illegal immigrants tells us more about Texas 
politics than immigration itself. In reality, immigration is a federal issue, and the 
U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services is taking the lead in sealing the country’s 
borders and managing the flow of legal immigrants into the country. Despite this, many 
state and local officials continue to make public proclamations and pass new rules. In 
May 2007, the town of Farmers Branch, Texas, made national headlines by passing an 
ordinance that would punish landlords for renting to undocumented immigrants in 
that city, though in 2012 a federal appeals court ruled the ban unconstitutional.

Costs and Benefits of Undocumented Workers

Some of this conflict results from differences among Texans over the costs and benefits 
of immigration. Other debates emerge because the costs and benefits of immigration 
policy fall unevenly. A 2006 study of the impact of immigration estimated that while 
undocumented immigrants cost the state of Texas $1.16 billion, they pay $1.58 billion 
in state taxes and fees. While the state enjoys a net benefit from undocumented 
immigrants, however, local governments often feel the pinch, paying the lion’s share of 
costs for services such as indigent care, law enforcement, and other services that result 
from the presence of immigrants while bringing in only a small fraction in taxes.

An increase in government taxing and spending is not the only impact of an 
estimated 1.4 million undocumented immigrants in Texas. The comptroller’s office 
estimated that the absence of those immigrants would cost the state’s economy $17.7 
billion.59 That study is now a decade old, although Comptroller Glen Hegar promised 
to update the study when he became comptroller. A more recent study by the Migration 
Policy Institute estimates that the loss of Texas’s undocumented workers would cost the 
state $69.3 billion in economic activity, $30.8 billion in GSP, and just over 400,000 
jobs.60 Clearly, many Texas cities and school districts bear a disproportionate burden 
from undocumented immigrants. At the same time, these workers were drawn to Texas 

Texas unveiled the new Tejano Monument on the grounds of the capitol in Austin in 
2012. The monument celebrates the contributions of Mexican and Spanish settlers 
to Texas.
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