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Thanks to immigrants, California is changing 
for the better before our eyes

Distracted by President Trump and his riled resisters, it’s easy to miss 
the big picture of foreign migration to California. It’s the old story of 
not seeing the forest for the trees. Portrayed in this forest grandeur is 
a new story in the long history of people uprooting and migrating to 
California chasing opportunities and dreams.

It is the story of many newly arrived immigrants—especially from 
Asia—being better educated than U.S.-born citizens.

They’re not starting at the bottom of the work ladder as Chinese labor-
ers did 150 years ago when they risked life and limb to help build the 
Transcontinental Railroad through the granite Sierra. True, many Latin 
Americans are still migrating here to work in the fields and harvest 
crops — although not nearly enough of them, farmers say — or wash 
dishes in four-star restaurants. But many of them also are much better 
educated than their predecessors.

“It’s the old story of immigrants coming to the U.S. and California seek-
ing a better life for themselves and their children,” says Hans Johnson, 
an immigration and demographics expert at the nonpartisan Public 
Policy Institute of California.

“What’s different now is the trend toward immigrants coming into 
California with high levels of education. The share of those who already 
have completed college is extremely high. Asian immigrants are the best 
educated group in California, better than U.S.-born. Immigrants from 
India are the single best educated group in our state.” And the increas-
ing education levels of Latin American migrants, Johnson says, “means 
there are fewer lower-skilled immigrants and a smaller pool of farm 
workers than there used to be.”

But California’s economy still relies on immigrants with little educa-
tion, Johnson notes in a PPIC research paper released last week [May 2019; 
https://www.ppic.org/publication/immigrants-in-california/]. The report is based on 
immigration figures through 2017, the latest available. In 2017, Johnson 
reports, 32% of working-age California immigrants had not graduated 
from high school. They primarily worked in the agriculture and hospi-
tality industries.

But that same year, 52% of working-age immigrants who had lived 
in the U.S. for five years or less had at least bachelor’s degrees—up 
30 percentage points since 1990. In contrast, only 37% of U.S.-born 
Californians were college graduates—up just 10 points since 1990.

And in 2017, 55% of newly arrived immigrants were from Asia, roughly 
double the number from Latin America, 29%. The majority from Asia 
had at least a bachelor’s degree—and 80% of immigrants from India did.

Of all California workers with bachelor’s degrees, about 30% were 
immigrants. The overwhelming majority of college grads working in 
electronics and product manufacturing were immigrants.

What’s attracting them to California now is not railroad building, 
gold strikes or even farm harvests, but technology, especially in Silicon 
Valley and the Los Angeles basin.

“Silicon Valley is drawing in immigrants,” Johnson says.

There are five counties where more than a third of the population com-
prises immigrants. And the top three are in and around Silicon Valley: 
Santa Clara, San Francisco and San Mateo. The other two are Alameda, 
across the bay from Silicon Valley, and Los Angeles.

The influx of college-educated immigrants couldn’t come at a bet-
ter time. California needs these people to replace U.S.-born, college-
educated baby boomers who are rapidly retiring, Johnson says. The U.S. 
birthrate hasn’t kept up with the retirement pace.

“The number of college grads leaving the labor market is at a record 
high,” Johnson says. “We’ve never seen in the history of California, or 
the U.S., such a large and highly educated cohort of people leaving the 
labor force. We need more highly educated workers in California.” And 
many are arriving from foreign countries to fill the void.

There’s much more happening with immigration than border walls, 
family separations, caravans of refugees from violent Central America 
and demagogic diatribe. In his research, Johnson concluded there are 
almost 11 million immigrants in California, about a quarter of the 
foreign-born population nationwide. That’s 27% of California’s popula-
tion, more than double the percentage of foreign-born for the rest of the 
country. Only about 14% of immigrants are in California illegally. That’s 
1.5 million people, down from 2 million in 2010.

Half of California immigrants are from Latin America; 40% from Asia. 
The main countries of origin are Mexico (4.1 million), China (969,000), 
the Philippines (857,000), Vietnam (524,000) and India (507,000). But 
since 2010, most immigrants—56%—have arrived from Asia; 29% from 
Latin America.

Illegal immigration from Mexico has tailed off and it has little to do 
with anything Trump has tried. It started early in President Obama’s 
administration and probably was partly due to his stepped-up deporta-
tions. But mainly it was because of a better job market in Mexico.

“Labor opportunities in Mexico have generally been improving,” the 
researcher says. “Population growth has slowed as birthrates have come 
way down. The number of new workers has declined dramatically, 
which translates into fewer people in the labor force.” And that means 
less competition for jobs.

Birthrates are falling because more women are working, he says. That’s 
happening in many developed countries, including ours.

Meanwhile, California’s technology hub is attracting a much-needed, 
highly educated workforce. 

The state is changing for the better before our eyes. But probably few of 
us are noticing.

Source: Los Angeles Times (05/20/2019) 
https://lat.ms/2HuQQIZ



Source: California Employment Development Department, LMID

Percentage Change (Combined Region)

NOTE: San José MSA (San José-Sunnyvale-Santa Clara Metropolitan Statistical Area) = Santa Clara and San Benito Counties
 San Francisco MD (San Francisco-Redwood City-South San Francisco Metropolitan Division) = San Mateo and San Francisco Counties

Labor Force UnemploymentEmployed

NOTE: Totals may not add correctly due to rounding Source: California Employment Development Department, LMID

Percentage Point Change

9-County San Francisco Bay Area

* WARN: Worker Adjustment  
and Retraining Notification  
(notice of mass layoff or closure)

† YTD: Year to Date  
(Program year: July 1–June 30)

‡ Previous YTD:   
(Same date range as YTD, one year prior)

NOTE: Layoff data are preliminary and should be considered an estimate of monthly regional activity Source: NOVA’s internal Rapid Response database
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WARN SUMMARY

FocusMAY 2019

April 2018 March 2018 April 2019

April 2018 ChangeApril 2019 April 2018 ChangeApril 2019April 2018 ChangeApril 2019

California 19,217,100 19,241,300 – 0.2% 18,495,200 18,499,500 + 0.0% 4.0% 3.9% – 0.1
Alameda County 841,500 844,100 + 0.3% 817,800 821,500 + 0.5% 2.8% 2.7% – 0.1
Contra Costa County 560,100 561,300 + 0.2% 543,400 545,400 + 0.4% 3.0% 2.8% – 0.2
Marin County 139,600 139,900 + 0.2% 136,400 136,900 + 0.4% 2.2% 2.1% – 0.1
Napa County 74,100 74,000 – 0.1% 72,000 72,000 0.0% 2.9% 2.7% – 0.2
San Francisco County 568,000 578,000 + 1.8% 555,400 566,200 + 1.9% 2.2% 2.1% – 0.1
San Mateo County 448,900 456,300 + 1.6% 439,600 447,700 + 1.8% 2.1% 1.9% – 0.2
Santa Clara County 1,038,000 1,047,700 + 0.9% 1,012,200 1,023,700 + 1.1% 2.5% 2.3% – 0.2
Solano County 208,900 206,900 – 1.0% 201,000 199,300 – 0.8% 3.8% 3.7% – 0.1
Sonoma County 260,600 259,200 – 0.5% 253,700 252,600 – 0.4% 2.7% 2.6% – 0.1
SF Bay Area (sum) 4,139,700 4,167,400 + 0.7% 4,031,500 4,065,300 + 0.8% 2.6% 2.4% – 0.2

Total Nonfarm  1,147,100  1,175,400 2,322,500 + 0.5% + 3.2%
Construction   49,700 45,600 95,300 + 2.4% + 4.8%
Manufacturing  175,800  38,600   214,400  – 0.5% + 2.5%
Retail Trade 84,400  78,600   163,000  – 0.4% – 0.8%
Information  97,500   90,600   188,100  + 1.1% + 10.0%
Professional & Business Services  239,200   295,600   534,800  + 0.1% + 3.2%
Educational Services  48,400   29,800   78,200  – 0.8% + 1.3%
Health Care & Social Assistance  127,600  116,800   244,400  + 0.8% + 4.0%
Leisure & Hospitality  108,600   146,100   254,700  + 1.9% + 3.2%
Government 101,700     133,000   234,700  + 0.2% + 1.6%

San José–Sunnyvale MSA 2.6% 3.0% 2.4% – 0.6 – 0.2
San Francisco MD 2.1% 2.5% 2.0% – 0.5 – 0.1
California 4.0% 4.6% 3.9% – 0.7 – 0.1
United States 3.7% 3.9% 3.3% – 0.6 – 0.4
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4,600

AbbVie Stemcentrx South San Francisco 178

Apple Computer Cupertino 190

PrimeLink Solutions Burlingame 6

VMware Palo Alto 126

April 2019 Events

Total 500

 


