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Introduction

Our country’s reliance and dependence on essential workers has been a constant amid the
uncertainty of the COVID-19 pandemic and economic crisis. While many people had the privilege
to stay home and telework, millions of essential workers—including countless immigrant
workers—continued to go to work while risking their health and the health of their families.
Immigrant workers and workers of color—disproportionately represented among essential
workers and in jobs paying low wages—have kept us fed, cared for us, and allowed us to meet
our basic needs. Despite their central role, many essential workers lack the basic health and safety
protections, job benefits, and family-sustaining wages that allow them to prosper and care for
themselves and their families. The pandemic has underscored the mass devaluing of essential
work and the contributions of immigrant workers. Our nation can only achieve an equitable
economic recovery by implementing policies that improve the conditions and circumstance of
low wage work and advance economic opportunity through a pathway to citizenship.

Immigrant Workers in Jobs Paying Low Wages

Over 55 million essential workers risked their health, and the health of their families, on the
frontlines of our economy as grocery store clerks, domestic workers, and construction workers
throughout the public health crisis.’ Because of the poor quality of jobs in the low-wage sectors,
many of these workers lack vital workplace protections, livable wages, or benefits like paid leave
and paid sick days that are crucial to the economic security of them and their families. The COVID-
19 pandemic exacerbated many of these barriers for essential workers, workers paid low wages,
and workers of color.? For instance, lack of enforcement by the federal government and
employers for workplace safety COVID-19 precautions endangered the health of millions of
workers and their families.? This is particularly concerning because:

e Approximately, 69 percent of all immigrant workers and 74 percent of all undocumented
workers are employed in essential industries.*

e About 54 percent of immigrant essential workers are undocumented and working in farms
and agriculture jobs supplying food to families.

Aside from making up a large share of frontline essential occupations, immigrants are over-
represented in sectors most immediately devastated by mass layoffs and who are especially
critical to the economic growth of our country.® For example, immigrants faced an
unemployment rate of 12-14 percent in July 2020 compared to the national unemployment rate
of 10 percent.” Undocumented immigrants who remained employed in high-risk COVID-19 jobs
were paid wages up to twice that of the poverty level — insufficient to meet bills and expenses.®

Essential workers are also less likely to have access to health care than nonessential workers,
which underscores the potentially fatal implications for essential workers and their families of
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continuing to work under dangerous conditions
during the pandemic.’In particular, immigrant
workers are significantly less likely to be insured when
compared to citizens—putting them at higher risk for
health complications. Among the nonelderly
population in 2018, only 9 percent of citizens were
uninsured compared to 23 percent of lawfully present
immigrants and 45 percent of undocumented
immigrants.

While the challenges of low-wage work create
enduring hardships for workers under any
circumstances, such work during a pandemic created
greater harm. In 2020, few - just 31 percent - of
workers earning the lowest wages had access to paid
sick leave, which forced them to go to work sick or
lose income.' The longstanding lack of sufficient
labor standards and enforcement created egregious
conditions during the pandemic. For example,
meatpacking and poultry plants—whose workforces
are primarily people of color and immigrants—had
employees working in close proximity to one another
without COVID-19 precautions (until much later). This
left many at risk for contracting the virus and
consequently facing life-threatening iliness. In fact,
COVID-19 infections “among meat- and poultry-
processing workers more than tripled” in May 2020.™
And the lack of sufficient labor standards and
enforcement also led to a quadrupling of deaths
among workers employed in meatpacking and
poultry plants due to the coronavirus.'?

Lack of Worker Protections

DACA and TPS Recipients and
Families in Essential Occupations

People who have Deferred Action for
Childhood Arrivals (DACA) status and
those who are recipients of Temporary
Protective Status (TPS) make up a
significant share of the pandemic’s
immigrant essential workers who were
also dealing with the uncertainty of
having their status in limbo. DACA was
being litigated in the Supreme Court
while many TPS holders faced losing
their status. Yet they were a driving
force in protecting the health and safety

of their community.

Across the country, 202,500 DACA
recipients are employed in health care,
manufacturing, education, and
agricultural industries.' Over 131,000
TPS holders are also supporting the U.S.
economic recovery in restaurants and
food service establishments, grocery
stores, and food-related wholesale
trade."

Over 256,000 U.S. born children have at
least one parent who is a DACA
recipient, and 273,000 U.S. born children
have parents who are TPS holders.”™

Employer retaliation is a common and harmful worker rights’ violation that can have detrimental
consequences for immigrant workers.'® Immigrant workers, and in particular undocumented
workers, often work in industries with significant labor standards violations and can face
employer retaliation in the form of harassment and intimidation. This can include threats of
reporting them to Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) to force employees into
cooperating with employer’s demands and not reporting workplace violations to labor
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agencies."” Although labor laws have aimed to address these illegal practices, they are still
rampant in low-wage and essential work where immigrants are overrepresented.'® Recently,
immigrant workers at a bakery in New York faced threats of deportation during a unionization
effort after workers were being harassed and working without COVID-19 workplace precautions in
place.”

During the pandemic, employers have ignored worker demands for COVID-19 workplace safety
measures. Many employees have also faced employer retaliation.?’ Immigrant workers who
cannot afford to lose their jobs continue to work in an environment with unfair labor practices,
risking their health and safety. Employers often perpetuate this cycle during economic downfalls.
For instance, many workers earning low wages in the Great Recession saw high rates of minimum
wage violations as the risk, and rate, of unemployment grew higher.?' With a history of living in
poverty due to discriminatory policies based on status and income, immigrant families have
always experienced greater economic insecurity. Nearly half of essential workers make less than
$15 an hour, which is largely insufficient to meet their basic expenses and ensure their
wellbeing.?? Working parents in low-wage and high COVID-19 exposure jobs struggled to balance
work outside of the home because of lack of affordable child care and/or the need to assist their
children with online schooling.” Considering that immigrant and mixed-status households
experience higher rates of food and financial insecurity, they risk falling deeper into poverty as
the pandemic lengthens.**

Immigrant Essential Workers and Their Families
During COVID-19

Immigrant essential workers and their families were more likely than other groups to face severe
implications from the COVID-19 pandemic with very little to no government assistance. The
Trump Administration largely excluded undocumented immigrant workers from COVID relief
legislation meant to address increased unemployment and economic insecurity. Moreover,
continued chilling effects of the Trump public charge rule, which was implemented in February
2020 at the height of the pandemic, reduced access for immigrant families to public programs
that help people meet their basic needs.?

Due to systemic barriers and anti-immigrant policies, immigrant families disproportionately have
low incomes and often lack barriers to accessing basic public programs, including health and
nutrition services.?® Although most children in immigrant families are U.S. citizens, their parents
are often reluctant to seek critical services on their behalf. As a result of discriminatory policies
that restrict and eliminate access to programs meant to alleviate poverty, immigrant parents face
additional barriers to earning a living wage, remaining healthy, and providing for their children.
Therefore, children in immigrant families are more likely to face poverty and associated hardship,
which can have lifelong impacts on their health, development, and wellbeing.”
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Financial Instability and Food Insecurity

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, immigrant and mixed-status families faced disparate rates of
financial instability and food insecurity. These inequities, alongside others, were exacerbated by
the health crisis and forced many immigrant essential workers to figure out how to provide for
their families while not getting evicted from their homes, meeting bill payments, and risking their
health if they were employed. With meager federal and state COVID-19 relief, immigrant and
mixed-status families are still struggling to navigate the consequences of the pandemic.?®

For example, mixed-status immigrant families that included tax filers without a Social Security
number were excluded from early rounds of federal stimulus checks meant to alleviate financial
burden such as rent, bills, and buying food for their families.?® Under the Coronavirus Aid, Relief,
and Economic Security (CARES) Act in March 2020, policymakers excluded approximately 5.1
million U.S. citizens and legal immigrants from federal stimulus payments of up to $1,200 because
one or both adults in the household filed taxes with an Individual Taxpayer Information Number
(ITIN). Later rounds of federal relief in December and March 2021 addressed this exclusion and
expanded relief to more mixed-status families, but still left out undocumented children and 9.3
million unauthorized immigrants.®' Most recently, after more than a year since the beginning of
the pandemic, the American Rescue Plan passed in March 2021 provided $1,400 stimulus checks
to 2.2 million children, including those in mixed-status families.3?

In addition to financial instability, immigrant and mixed-status families were limited in accessing
food and income supports programs. Eligibility restrictions, fear, and confusion about anti-
immigrant policies kept many immigrant workers from accessing federal health and nutrition
programs including Medicaid and the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) meant
to support families and alleviate poverty.*

Notably, years before COVID-19 in 2016, a shocking 60 percent of undocumented migrant and
seasonal workers were food insecure.?* Among families with children, more than one in five
infants with non-citizen parents were food insecure during the early months of the pandemic.®
These rates have only worsened during the pandemic, particularly for immigrant workers of
color.*®

One critical program created in response to the COVID-19 pandemic was Pandemic-EBT (P-EBT), a
temporary school meal nutrition program that loaded benefits onto an EBT card for children who
lost access to school meals due to COVID-related school closures.?” Families could use the P-EBT
card to purchase groceries at grocery stores. The program was able to serve immigrant and mixed
status families because it was based on school-aged children’s eligibility for free and reduced
priced meals and did not have an immigration status requirement. Immigrant families who
received P-EBT reported feeling less stressed about meeting their expenses and feeding their
children.
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Essential Workers Must be Centered in Worker
Justice and Immigration Policies

Many have rightfully praised the perseverance and tenacity of essential workers during the
pandemic. However, our nation has not reciprocated with comprehensive policy efforts to
combat the lasting implications of institutionalized racism and discrimination.

Essential workers, particularly immigrant workers, have been crucial to keeping the nation
functioning while receiving little to no federal aid, despite being disproportionately affected by
COVID and burdened with low pay, benefits, and worker protections. Given that immigrants make
up 14 percent of the U.S. population and that a quarter of all U.S. children live in immigrant
families, our nation simply cannot achieve a strong recovery without prioritizing the needs of
immigrants and their families. In fact, research proves that a pathway to citizenship for
immigrants would add $1.7 trillion to the U.S. GDP over the next 10 years.*

Immigrant workers, like all workers, deserve protections under the law and the opportunity to
achieve economic stability. Workers need:

e Fair wages;
e Benefits, such as paid sick days and paid family and medical leave;
e Worker protection and enforcement of labor standards;

e Access to core public benefit programs--including health and nutrition services and
income supports--to ensure family economic stability; and

e A pathway to citizenship for immigrant essential workers, Dreamers, and TPS holders.

As we strive to honor the contributions of essential immigrant workers and their families
throughout the pandemic, we must center their needs by ensuring them access to the benefits
and protections that are essential to an inclusive, economic recovery. Being able to take time off
to recover if a worker gets sick or vaccinated or to take care of loved ones if they are sick or need
to recover from the side effects of vaccinations, is the cornerstone of attaining economic security
for working families and workers earning low wages.

A pathway to citizenship for essential workers and other immigrants can provide security and
stability that leads to improved family outcomes and boost overall U.S. economic growth.*
Children in particular benefit when their parents have increased access to better-quality jobs and
when parents face less stress.*' For undocumented workers or workers with temporary work
authorization, fear of family separation or deportation can cause high levels of stress and anxiety
on top of financial constraints, which can harm parents and children.*> A pathway to citizenship
for undocumented immigrants would increase wages and productivity not only for those eligible
for legalization, but also for all American workers —creating hundreds of thousands of jobs, and
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increasing tax revenue.*® Policymakers must understand the urgency of building a fair and
humane U.S, immigration system.

Conclusion

The U.S. economy continues to stay afloat thanks in large part to the tremendous contributions of
essential and immigrant workers. However, this has come at a staggering cost to their livelihoods,
economic security, and health—with far too many paying the ultimate price by succumbing to
COVID-19. We should be ashamed as a nation that this has been the case.

An equitable and inclusive economic recovery must more broadly center the needs of immigrant
workers and essential workers, as well as their families. Excluding essential workers based on their
immigration status flies in the face of the recognition we have heaped on essential workers for
their critical role in having kept the nation functioning through an unprecedented health crisis.
Immigrant communities were already facing barriers that the pandemic significantly exacerbated,
making them vulnerable to contracting COVID-19 and having to overcome job loss, financial
instability, and food insecurity. As a result, immigrant communities have been disproportionately
affected by the pandemic. Policymakers have an obligation to protect and support immigrants as
the country works toward a full recovery.
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