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Immigration has been a central issue in U.S. national 
elections in recent years. During his campaign, 
President Trump made reducing undocumented 
immigration and reforming legal immigration rules a top 
priority. To achieve the first goal, the new administration 
promised to conduct mass deportations, targeting not 
only individuals with criminal records but any person 
living in the United States illegally. This approach could 
have significant economic consequences for industries 
that have long depended on undocumented immigrants, 
like agriculture. Along with employers in construction and 
hospitality (restaurants and hotels), farmers in America 
have been dealing with labor shortages for many 
decades (Gutiérrez-Li, 2024a; Hertz and Zahniser, 
2013). A significant reduction in the supply of workers 
could exacerbate existing challenges and have broad 
economic impacts. 
 
To achieve his immigration goals, the president signed 
several executive orders upon taking office (Bustillo, 
2025). The policies outlined in Table 1 could reduce the 
labor supply in sectors that have historically relied on 
undocumented workers. First, if individuals already 
working in the U.S. are deported, there would be a direct 
reduction in the availability of workers. Second, other 
undocumented workers who are not deported or caught 
could decide to self-deport or reduce their number of 
working hours (partially or totally) to minimize the 
probability of apprehension. In such case, there would 
be an added “chilling” effect on labor supply. Third, some 
of the proposed policies (like expanding the border wall 
and adding other physical barriers), and deterrence 
efforts would likely result in a reduction of further 
immigrant arrivals. Moreover, the decision to end 
measures from the previous administration like granting 
temporary legal status to some individuals would result 
in a decline of (legal) workers. In sum, the policies listed 
in Table 1 could lead to both a reduction in the stock and 
flow of immigrants, which could further exacerbate labor 
shortages in the sectors that have struggled to recruit 
domestic workers and are far from automating 
production processes. 

 

How Many Immigrants Are at Risk? 
The policies in Table 1 are all meant to reduce the size 
of the undocumented population in the United States. 
While estimates vary, recent studies suggest that more 
than 13 million individuals currently live in the United 
States illegally (Van Hook, 2025). As seen in Figure 1, 
there were approximately 51.4 million foreign-born 
individuals in the United States in 2023. Of those, 37.6 
million were fully documented (naturalized citizens, 
green card holders, and temporary visa holders) and 3.9 
million had some type of permission to stay in the 
country but temporarily and could potentially be deported 
shortly (e.g., people under temporary protected status 
like Haitians or individuals awaiting asylum decisions). 
Many individuals in the second group likely entered the 
country illegally. Finally, 9.7 million people did not have 
any sort of permission to be in the country (i.e., were 
undocumented) and had no recourse to prevent their 
immediate deportation. Generally, only citizens cannot 
be deported, as residents and visa holders can lose their 
legal status under certain conditions (like committing 
crimes or providing fraudulent information). 
 
According to Van Hook (2025), the number of 
undocumented immigrants started rising in 2020, mostly 
due to the large number of individuals that entered the 
country illegally during and after the pandemic. While the 
population of undocumented immigrants has been above 
10 million since 2010, political turmoil in countries like 
Venezuela, Nicaragua, and Haiti likely explains the 
significant inflow of individuals through the southern 
border (as well as the granting of temporary legal status 
to individuals from these countries by the previous 
administration). 
 

Agriculture, the Sector Most Likely to be 
Affected 
Many undocumented individuals that entered decades 
ago have remained in the country and are integrated 
with local communities in different ways, particularly as 
workers. Since the size of this group has been at least 
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 10 million people for more than a decade (Van Hook, 
2025), industries that employ such workers have 
become de facto reliant on this labor force. In the case of 
agriculture, official data from the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture shows that, in the last 3 decades, at least 
40% of the crop labor force has been undocumented 
(Figure 3). Industries like dairy (which, in essence, does 
not have access to H-2A workers due to the program’s 
regulations),1 meatpacking and poultry plants, and 
nurseries and greenhouses producing indoor and other 
ornamental plants also depend on undocumented 
workers. Other sectors where undocumented immigrants 
are vastly overrepresented are construction, restaurants 
and hospitality, housekeeping and cleaning services, 
grounds maintenance, carpentry, painting, roofers, and 
hand packaging (East, 2024). All these industries are 
heavily reliant on manual labor, mostly without college 
degrees, and are key to economic growth. 
 
Considering the rise in the number of undocumented 
workers in recent years, and the historical presence of 
these workers in agricultural operations, it bears to ask if  
there has been an increase in the agricultural labor  
supply. Although there is no official information on 
whether the new arrivals are employed and, if so, in 
which industries, there is little evidence that new  

                                                      
1 The H-2A visa program allows U.S. employers to hire farm workers from other countries on a seasonal basis. The program does not 
have a cap. 

 
undocumented immigrants are working in agriculture. 
Most farm workers in the United States (documented or 
not) are young men from Mexico with lower levels of 
schooling. As shown in Table 2, Mexicans represented 
62% of the undocumented population back in 2010, but 
the share declined to 40% in 2023. Undocumented 
immigrants that came after the pandemic originate 
predominantly from countries like Venezuela, Ukraine, 
Nicaragua, and Haiti, among others (Van Hook, 2025). 
People from these nationalities have not traditionally 
worked on U.S. farms, and most H-2A workers come 
from Mexico (Gutiérrez-Li, 2024a). For instance, 
Venezuelans are more likely to have a college degree 
and live in larger metro areas (Hoffman and Batalova, 
2023), increasing their odds of working outside the farm 
sector. 
 
Given that recent immigrants to the United States are 
not likely working in agriculture, ending temporary 
permits (like TPS, temporary protected status) is not 
likely to affect the farm labor supply significantly. 
However, if mass deportations are carried out, many 
undocumented individuals from Mexico who have been 
working on farms for many years could be removed. If 
this happens, the agricultural labor supply will be 
drastically reduced. Data from the Department of 

 

Table 1. Immigration-Related Executive Orders, January 2025 
Action Description 
National Emergency at the Border Declaration  To complete the border wall and erect other physical 

barriers where necessary. 
Military’s Role at the Border Clarification States that the US Armed Forces should prioritize 

protecting the American territory. 
Securing the Border Ends “catch and release” and reinstates “remain in 

Mexico.” 
Designation of Criminal Cartels as Terrorists Facilitates the removal of members of transnational 

criminal organizations. 
Suspension of Refugee Resettlement Suspends the U.S. Refugee Admission Program until 

further notice beginning on January 27, 2025. 
Ending of Asylum Ends asylum and creates a removal process of 

individuals without legal status. 
Ending of Birthright Citizenship Re-interprets the 14th Amendment (which establishes 

that any child born in US territory is an American 
citizen), to be applied based on the legal status of their 
parents. 

Guaranteeing States Protection Against Invasion Suspends the physical entry of individuals involved in 
the “invasion” of the United States. 

Protecting US Citizens Against Invasion Rescinds many of the immigration policies of the 
previous administration and allows ICE (Immigration 
and Customs Enforcement) and CBP (Customs and 
Border Protection) officers to take the necessary 
actions to deport undocumented individuals. 
Eliminates the policy of the previous administration 
preventing officers from removing undocumented 
individuals from churches, hospitals, and schools.  

Restoring Death Penalty Encourages the attorney general to solicit capital 
punishments for individuals without legal status who 
commit crimes against law enforcement officers. 
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Homeland Security shows that most undocumented 
individuals reside in California, Florida, North Carolina, 
Washington, and Georgia (Table 3). Coincidentally, 
those states are in the top 5 based on demand for H-2A 
workers, an indicator of the importance of labor-intensive 
agricultural operations (Gutiérrez-Li, 2021). Agricultural 
production in those states includes fresh fruits, 
vegetables, other specialty crops, and nurseries and 
Christmas trees, among others. Hence, mass 
deportations could hit these areas of the country 
particularly hard, as these agricultural operations are not 
vastly mechanized, unlike in other areas of the country 
like the Midwest, where automated row crop production 
dominates. 
 

Discussion and Concluding Remarks 

Employers in key industries in America have struggled to 
recruit and retain workers for many years (Gutiérrez-Li, 
2024a). Immigration policies designed to shrink the size  
of the undocumented labor force—a group that has 
historically been overrepresented in sectors like  
agriculture, construction, hotels and restaurants—could 
likely worsen the challenges. 
 
The top goal of the new administration is to strengthen  

 
immigration enforcement, both at the border and the 
interior. The former can reduce the number of new 
workers entering the United States, while the latter could 
shrink the existing labor force if individuals who have 
been working on farms and other industries are 
deported. Immigration enforcement could reduce the 
overall labor supply by decreasing the number of 
workers directly (the ones deported) and indirectly, as 
other workers may decide to work fewer hours in fear of 
being deported, a phenomenon known as chilling effects 
(East et al., 2023). In addition, mass deportations could 
include immigrant entrepreneurs, whose importance to 
the American economy has grown over time (Gutiérrez-
Li, 2024b). 
 
A significant reduction in the farm labor supply would 
have negative consequences for workers, who would 
lose their main income source. Likewise, employers 
would see their main revenue source curtailed, as there 
have been cases in the past of food rotting in the fields 
due to labor shortages and housing costs going up. 
Importantly, the effects could be felt by all Americans.  
 
The economies of rural communities where labor-
intensive agriculture dominates could be hurt, the new  

 

Figure 1. Distribution of Foreign-Born Population in the United States, 2023 
 

 
 
Source: Data from Van Hook (2025). 
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supply of housing could slow down, and hotels and 
restaurants could hike prices if staffing shortages 
become more prevalent. In the case of agriculture, a 
sharp decline in the number of undocumented farm  
workers could be countered with a faster increase in the  
number of H-2A workers. However, this would require  
updating the H-2A program, which is costly, 
bureaucratic, and leaves out nonseasonal sectors like  

 
dairy. Past efforts to achieve such goals, introduced in 
the different versions of the Farm Work Force  
Modernization Act, have repeatedly failed in Congress. 
 
Since attracting domestic workers to agricultural jobs 
has proven unrealistic even during periods of high 
unemployment (Luckstead, Nayga, and Snell, 2022), the 
only viable alternative is automating production  

 

Figure 2. Distribution of Farm Worker Types in the United States, 1991–2022

 
 
Source: USDA-ERS (2025). 
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Table 2. Top Ten Nationalities of Unauthorized Immigrants in the United States, 2010 and 2023 

Year 2010 2023 

Country Millions 
% of unauthorized 

population Millions 
% of unauthorized 

population 

Mexico 6,564,000 62% 5,530,000 40% 

Guatemala 506,000 5% 1,402,000 10% 

Honduras 338,000 3% 1,098,000 8% 

El Salvador 592,000 6% 1,078,000 8% 

Venezuela 37,000 0% 486,000 4% 

Colombia 116,000 1% 351,000 3% 

The Philippines 189,000 2% 294,000 2% 

Brazil 137,000 1% 286,000 2% 

Ecuador 179,000 2% 225,000 2% 

India 228,000 2% 199,000 1% 

Total 10,521,000 100% 13,738,000 100% 
   
  Source: Van Hook (2025). 
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processes. Mechanization is likely to help, but only in the 
long run, as the technologies currently available are not 
as efficient and are financially prohibitive to many 
producers (Gutiérrez-Li, Escalante, and Acharya, 2024).  
 
Given that consumer demand for fresh products is not 
expected to wane any time soon, if labor costs rise  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
sharply due to exacerbated shortages, either households 
will have to pay more for American-grown food or we 
might see a rise in imports of fruits and vegetables from 
other countries. Combined, mass deportations affecting 
multiple industries could fuel inflationary pressures and 
reduce GDP (gross domestic product), impacting the 
entire economy.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

  Table 3. Unauthorized Immigrant Population Estimates by Top Ten States of Residence, 2018–2020 and 2022 

State 2018 2019 2020 2022 

California 2,640,000 2,620,000 2,410,000 2,600,000 
Texas 1,950,000 1,950,000 1,900,000 2,060,000 
Florida 680,000 650,000 610,000 590,000 
New Jersey 460,000 390,000 400,000 490,000 
Illinois 460,000 440,000 370,000 420,000 
New York 600,000 510,000 370,000 410,000 
North Carolina  360,000 340,000 360,000 360,000 
Georgia 390,000 360,000 360,000 340,000 
Washington 310,000 330,000 340,000 340,000 
Arizona 340,000 330,000 340,000 290,000 
Other/unknown 3,380,000 3,200,000 3,040,000 3,090,000 

Total 11,570,000 11,110,000 10,510,000 10,990,000 
Source: U.S. Department of Homeland Security Office of Homeland Security Statistics, population estimates, referenced in Baker and 
Warren (2024). 
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