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A Diminished Future?

Introduction

Last fall, we published a report describing how North Carolina’s increasingly diverse
population, including people who have come here from other countries, has helped to drive
the state’s population growth and economic vitality. We also cautioned that increasingly
restrictive immigration policies could undermine that growth, with serious, counterproductive

and costly consequences for the state.

Signs of those consequences are now emerging. Heightened immigration enforcement has
dramatically reduced the number of non-naturalized immigrants working or looking for work,
disrupting the labor force, imperiling small businesses and creating more uncertainty for
employers. At the same time, declining immigration is beginning to slow the population

growth that has helped make North Carolina one of the fastest-growing states in the nation.

While the new data tell the story of a transformation unfolding in real time, they also reveal
something broader. North Carolina’s prospects—its population growth, jobs and economy—
have become increasingly tied to its immigrant communities. What happens when the
number of immigrants living and working in North Carolina is sharply reduced? The next few
years will begin to answer that question, and, in the process, we might learn how connected

the fortunes of all North Carolinians have become.

Key Findings

Labor force:

e After reaching a high of roughly 644,000 in December 2024, the number of non-
citizen immigrant workers in the labor force fell through 2025 and then plummeted in
spring 2026-a period coinciding with escalating immigration enforcement in North
Carolina.

e In March 2026, the number of non-citizen workers fell to about 227,000, down 65%
from the December 2024 peak. Two-thirds of non-citizen workers had withdrawn from

the labor force.
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e Only non-citizen workers experienced these severe disruptions. This outcome was not
the result of a broader economic downturn, but conditions that affected this one
group alone.

e The unemployment rate for non-citizen immigrants spiked to 12.4% in April 2026,
compared to 3.3% for US-born workers and 2.0% for naturalized workers. This
suggests that some jobseekers were reentering the labor force but having a hard time

finding work.

Immigration:
e In 2025, declining immigration to North Carolina led to slower population growth,
breaking with the trend in recent years.
e Every county in the state saw a drop—or a net negative—in the number of immigrants
moving in.
e 2025 is a preview of a much larger immigration slowdown projected for 2026 and

2027 that will affect employers, communities, and local and state governments.

Immigration Enforcement and North Carolina’s
Vanishing Immigrant Workforce

Immigration enforcement in North Carolina, and around the country, is already painting a
picture of what happens to immigrant workers—and the larger economy—when ICE comes to
town. ICE arrests in North Carolina rose steadily through the summer and fall of 2025, after
holding steady in 2023 and 2024 (Figure 1). They surged in November, when ICE conducted
highly publicized enforcement actions in Charlotte and the Raleigh-Durham area. Although
arrests fell slightly between December and February 2025, they remained well above
previous years' levels. Even after falling again in March 2026, monthly arrests were still

roughly double those recorded in 2024."
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Figure 1. Number of Immigration Arrests in North Carolina
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Source: Poverty Research Project analysis of Deportation Data Project data, https://ice-
arrests.apps.deportationdata.org/.

Nationally, the tactics used by ICE also shifted. Most arrests in 2023 and 2024 were for people
with criminal convictions. These arrests were often conducted in coordination with law
enforcement agencies, out of the public eye. In 2025, as ICE activity intensified, it increasingly
turned to community arrests, which occur in workplaces, hospitals and courthouses, on the
street, near schools and in other public spaces. This new “shock and awe” approach
increased the visibility of arrests and led to the detention of more people without criminal

convictions.?

Many immigrant workers responded to increased enforcement by choosing to stay home
from work. Data on the labor force—the number of people working or actively looking for
work—show this disruption clearly. Before enforcement activity intensified, the number of
immigrant workers in North Carolina’s labor force who were not naturalized citizens ("non-
citizen” workers) had been growing steadily.? Between January and December 2024, the non-
citizen labor force increased by about 119,000, or 23%, climbing from under 525,000 in
January to about 644,000 in December (Figure 2).

The Justice Institute | Poverty Research Project 4


https://arrests.apps.deportationdata.org
https://ice

A Diminished Future?

Figure 2. North Carolina’s Naturalized Citizen and Non-Citizen Labor Force, 2024
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Note: Single-month estimates carry meaningful sampling variability, see Methodology section.
Source: Poverty Research Project analysis of Current Population Survey (CPS) basic monthly files, accessed via
IPUMS CPS, University of Minnesota, www.ipums.org.

The non-citizen labor force remained stable through January and February 2025 but started
sliding in March amid escalating immigration enforcement, and the attendant rise in political
rhetoric and media attention. By August 2025, the non-citizen labor force had fallen below
400,000, a 39.1% drop from its December 2024 peak (Figure 3).

Figure 3. North Carolina’s Naturalized Citizen and Non-Citizen Labor Force, 2025-May 2026
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Note: Single-month estimates are subject to meaningful sampling variability, see Methodology section. CPS data are
unavailable for October 2025 due to the government shutdown.

Source: Poverty Research Project analysis of Current Population Survey (CPS) basic monthly files, accessed via
IPUMS CPS, University of Minnesota, www.ipums.org.
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The heightened enforcement actions in November 2025-the crackdown in Charlotte
occurred mid-month—didn’t produce an immediate decline in the labor force. The number of
non-citizen workers increased slightly in November and December—a small change that could
be “noise” in the data—before falling to a new low in January 2026. By March 2026,
approximately 227,000 non-citizen workers remained in North Carolina’s labor force, nearly
417,000 fewer than at the December 2024 peak. Two out of every three non-citizen
workers had vanished from the state’s labor force.

Notably, throughout this period, neither the US-born nor the naturalized labor force showed
anything resembling such a precipitous drop. The withdrawal of non-citizens from North
Carolina’s labor force was not the result of broader weakening in the economy, but conditions

that applied to this group only.

While the disappearance of hundreds of thousands of non-citizen workers from the state’s
labor force is clear, its effect on US-born workers is harder to tease out. The absence of non-
citizen workers certainly did not lead to a boom in employment for US-born workers. While
the US-born labor force in February and March 2026 was 2.2% higher than the previous year,
both April and May were lower—by 1.3% and 3.0%, respectively (Figure 4). Considering
research showing enforcement-related job loss for both immigrant and US-born workers,

these data warrant monitoring.*

Figure 4. North Carolina’s US-Born Labor Force, 2024-May 2026
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Source: Poverty Research Project analysis of Current Population Survey (CPS) basic monthly files, accessed via
IPUMS CPS, University of Minnesota, www.ipums.org.
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The unemployment rate adds another dimension to this story. In 2024 and 2025,
unemployment remained low and relatively flat regardless of citizenship status. The annual
unemployment rate for US-born workers was 3.6% in 2024 and 3.7% in 2025; for non-citizen
workers it was 3.6% and 2.7%, respectively. Month to month variation was modest and likely

reflected seasonal patterns or sampling error.

In April 2026, that changed abruptly. The unemployment rate for non-citizen workers
spiked to 12.4% and remained high at 8.1% in May.> No comparable increase occurred
among US-born or naturalized workers, whose unemployment rates in April were 3.3%
and 2.0%, respectively.® This sudden increase suggests that many non-citizen workers who
had withdrawn from work were reentering the job market but struggling to find employment,

possibly due to broken hiring networks, cautious employers, or reduced opportunities.

North Carolina's recent experience demonstrates that immigration enforcement can lead to
large-scale disruptions in the labor force that extend far beyond the number of people
arrested. The enforcement campaigns in 2025 produced widespread fear, contributing to
workers’ decisions to stop going to work.” A national survey in November 2025 reported that
75% of undocumented immigrants, half of lawfully present immigrants and nearly a third of

naturalized citizens worried that they or a family member could be detained or deported.®

As the survey results indicate, the risk of detention and deportation reaches beyond
undocumented immigrants. Many North Carolinians reside in mixed-status households,
where a threat to one family member is a threat to the whole household. The Trump
administration has revoked or narrowed legal protections for an increasing number of
immigrants, exposing more individuals.” Immigrants with legal status may not trust their
documents to protect them, especially since ICE has indiscriminately detained US citizens and

other individuals with legal status.

The consequences of immigration enforcement can spread through the broader economy as
well. ICE activity in Charlotte and other parts of the state was not on the scale seen in cities
like Minneapolis or Los Angeles, but it still inflicted wide economic damage. Across the
country, cities—like Charlotte—that experienced a surge in ICE enforcement saw employment
fall by an average of .73%, relative to what employment would have been without the surge.

Applying this figure to employment in the Charlotte metro area translates into a loss of

roughly 10,000 jobs.™
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Despite claims to the contrary, immigration crackdowns lead to employment losses for both
US-born and immigrant workers.'? Employers without enough workers are forced to reduce
production, delay projects or shut down entirely, affecting a range of jobs held by both
immigrant and US-born workers.”™ A drop in the number of immigrant workers doesn't

increase employment for US-born workers. Instead, the pie gets smaller for everyone.™

Enforcement campaigns also suppress consumer demand. Workers who stay home lose
wages and cut back on spending. Families go into hiding. Other residents not personally
affected by enforcement activity avoid public areas. Purchases of everything from groceries
to gas to incidentals like dinner out slow and foot traffic drops.'® Studies of other surge cities
estimate that crackdowns have led to hundreds of millions of dollars lost in business revenue

and wages alone."

News reports from Charlotte vividly reflect these broader economic effects. The immigrant
community was already on edge before November's crackdown. “Latino residents, regardless
of status, have been adjusting their daily lives,” noted an article from September 2025. “Many
have reduced shopping, gathering and other public activities."'® When ICE and Border Patrol
appeared, businesses closed to protect themselves, their employees and their clientele.”
Local employers lost thousands of dollars a day.?® After agents left, reports described
“uncharacteristically quiet” streets and “shuttered businesses.”?" “It's like a hurricane came
through,” observed the chair of the local Board of Education.?? While Charlotte was the
epicenter of enforcement activity, similar scenes played out in Durham, Raleigh, Lenoir and

other locations.?3

As North Carolina’s population ages and the number of US-born workers shrinks, immigrant
workers are increasingly essential.?* Immigrants account for most of the state’s employment
growth in recent years.?® Foreign-born North Carolinians generate billions of dollars in
economic activity and are one in five Main Street business owners.?® The conservative Cato
Institute estimated that nationally immigrants paid $10.6 trillion more in taxes than they
received in benefits between 1994 and 2023, and the fiscal surplus they generated cut the
federal deficit by a third.?” In North Carolina, undocumented immigrants alone contribute

more than $692 million annually in state and local taxes.?®
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Going forward, continued enforcement will destroy jobs, destabilize an already unpredictable
business climate, slow economic growth, reduce tax revenues and weaken consumer
spending.?’ The economic toll however should not overshadow the pain inflicted on

immigrant families and communities across the state.

The Rapid Decline in Immigration to North Carolina

Anti-immigrant practices don't only target people who are already our neighbors, they
disrupt the flow of immigration. As a result, North Carolina will soon have to grapple with a

steep decline in the number of immigrants moving here in the first place.

As our report from last fall detailed, North Carolina’s recent population growth has been
propelled by immigration. In 2024, domestic and international migration (or immigration)
accounted for 92% of population growth in the state. Immigrants represented 46% of all
people moving to North Carolina. In that same report, we warned that a clampdown on
immigration could dramatically stunt this growth, to the detriment of communities across the

state. Newly released Census estimates suggest that process has begun.

Population estimates for the 12-month period ending July 1, 2025, show a sharp break from
the growth seen in the previous year (Figure 5). Declining international migration explains all

of the slowdown: total population growth fell by 34,305, while immigration fell by 36,009.

Figure 5. Annual Change in Components of Population Growth in North Carolina
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2025 Annual Population Estimates
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Other sources of population growth were unable to fill the gap left by the drop in
immigration and are unlikely to provide a substantial boost in the future. Domestic migration
peaked in 2021 and has been flat the past two years. Growth through natural changes—the
number of births minus deaths—remains small compared to migration and is projected to turn
negative by 2033.%

The 2025 estimates likely represent the start of a broader collapse in immigration that could
have serious consequences for North Carolina, not just in terms of population growth but for
jobs, businesses, and local and state governments. The Census Bureau has projected that
national immigration for the period from July 1, 2025, to June 30, 2026, could be as low as
321,000 people, down from 2.7 million in 2024.3" If the number of immigrants coming to
North Carolina declines at the same rate, it could fall to fewer than 10,000 people this year.

Immigration is expected to remain low for years to come.??

North Carolina as a whole will continue to attract new residents from other states. It is on track
to become the nation’s seventh-largest state by population in the early 2030s. However, the
state’s urban counties are expected to absorb 80% of this growth.®3 Thirty-four of the state’s
78 rural counties are projected to lose population by 2030—continuing a multi-decade trend

and affecting communities across broad swaths of eastern and western North Carolina.?*

Every one of North Carolina’s 100 counties experienced slower growth—or net loss—in the
immigrant population during the twelve months preceding July 1, 2025. According to an
analysis by UNC's Kenan Institute, some sectors in the state’s metro areas—particularly
manufacturing, construction, and leisure and hospitality—are already experiencing labor

shortages as immigration declines.®

The Stakes for Rural North Carolina

Smaller rural counties are especially vulnerable to the disruptions in employment and
population discussed here. Unlike larger urban counties that sustain a wider range of
industries and a deep pool of prospective employees, rural counties often feature a few key
employers who draw on a much smaller workforce. As a result, a small reduction in the
number of available workers, a few employers forced to limit operations, or a handful of
businesses closing their doors can have a more profound effect in rural communities than in

the state's urban centers.
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Although important across the state, industries like construction and manufacturing, which
employ a disproportionate share of immigrant workers, play an especially prominent role in
North Carolina’s rural counties.?¢ Agriculture employs a small share of rural residents but
relies heavily on immigrant labor and contributes more than $111 billion to the state’s

economy.®’

Likewise, small changes in population are magnified in counties with fewer people. As our
previous report described, population decline presents multiple challenges for counties
already struggling to retain residents, especially those with aging populations and higher
poverty rates.® The presence of new neighbors, new taxpayers, new business owners—even
at a small scale—has a greater impact in rural counties, helping to stem population loss,

stabilize the population and build communities back up.

Conclusion

Over the past thirty years, the remarkable growth in North Carolina’s population and
economy have taken place alongside rapid growth in its immigrant population. During that
time, immigrants have become woven into the fabric of the state’s communities, workforce
and economy. How North Carolina responds to the challenges and pressures facing its

immigrant communities will shape the kind of place it will be in the future.

The Justice Institute | Poverty Research Project
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Note on Methodology and Data Reliability

The data source for labor force by citizenship status is from the Current Population Survey
(CPS) monthly basic files, accessed via IPUMS CPS (University of Minnesota). Analysis covers
January 2020 through May 2026. For this analysis, citizenship groups are defined using the
IPUMS CITIZEN variable. “US-born” includes those born in the United States, born in US
territories, and born abroad to US citizen parents. Naturalized citizens and non-citizens are
separate categories. Employment status is defined using the EMPSTAT variable. The labor
force includes all employed and unemployed persons; those not in the labor force are
excluded. The unemployment rate is calculated as weighted unemployed divided by
weighted labor force, consistent with the BLS U-3 methodology. All estimates use the WTFINL

person weight.

Annual figures represent averages across available months. Data are not seasonally adjusted.
Year-over-year comparisons of equivalent months are used where appropriate to control for
seasonal variation. The 2026 figures cover January through May only and are not directly
comparable to full-year estimates. Data for October 2025 are not available due to the

shutdown of the federal government.

Sample-based estimates like the Current Population Survey (CPS) are subject to sampling
error. Sampling error usually increases with smaller groups. Because this analysis examines
subgroups at the state level, the error for any given month might be high. Additionally, the
survey response rate among foreign-born immigrants has been declining. This report
addresses that limitation by prioritizing year-over-year, same-month comparisons over single-
month levels, when possible, since this approach better isolates genuine shifts in labor

market conditions.3?

The term “workers” is used as shorthand for people participating in the labor force—that is,

people with jobs and people looking for a job.
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