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Population Shift 
Smaller Families 
In Mexico May Stir 
U.S. Job Market
Some See Slower Migration 
Of Low-Skilled Workers; 
Making It to Middle Class

The Llaneses Stay in Mexicali

By JUNE KRONHOLZ in Washington and JOHN LYONS in Mexicali, Mexico  
Staff Reporters of THE WALL STREET JOURNAL 
April 28, 2006; Page A1 

U.S. employers have long counted on men like Elizardo Ramírez, who left his concrete-block home and 12 
children in Mexicali, Mexico, to spend most of his working life in California picking tomatoes and lettuce. 
Two of Mr. Ramírez's sons followed him to low-skilled jobs in the U.S.

But Americans who are convinced the spigot of workers like the Ramírezes will never run dry might want to 
visit another of the Ramírez children still in Mexicali: Sandra Ramírez de Llanes. Ms. Llanes and her 
husband, Osvaldo, have just one child. They're saving for 15-year-old Jose Oswaldo to go to college and 
become an engineer -- in Mexico.

Unusual for their generation, Ms. Llanes and her husband have themselves risen to the middle class, thanks 
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to jobs at a bank. "We've struggled," says Ms. Llanes. "But through it all, it never occurred to us to go to the 
U.S."

The Llanes family reflects Mexico's past and present -- and, perhaps, illuminates a future that would have 
important consequences for the U.S. economy. Thanks to a decades-long family-planning campaign, most 
Mexicans are having far fewer children than was typical a generation ago. When Ms. Llanes was born in 
1968, the average Mexican woman had nearly seven children. Today, the figure is just above two, 
comparable to the U.S.

This sweeping demographic shift has fostered hope that someday Mexico will produce a healthy middle 
class of people like the Llaneses. Most Mexicans today are far too poor for luxuries the Llaneses enjoy, such 
as a computer for Jose Oswaldo. But the new, smaller Mexican family may help change that by allowing 
parents to invest more in their children's education, finally producing the generation that lifts Mexico into 
the developed world.

Mexico's new demographics could have a big impact on the U.S. Although the flood of Mexicans heading 
north is whipping up debate in Washington, the crossings may slow in future decades. That could happen 
simply because smaller families limit the pool of potential migrants. A slowdown would be especially likely 
if a growing middle class makes more Mexicans comfortable at home and averse to risking a dash across the 
border.

A reduction in the supply of cheap Mexican labor would be sure to have ripple effects on the U.S. economy. 
It could raise costs for employers as they searched for immigrant labor from more distant places such as 
Asia. If, as some contend, the current flood of immigrants is hurting lower-skilled native-born Americans, 
the easing of the flood might help them.

Currently an estimated 459,000 Mexicans come to the U.S. each year, according to the Pew Hispanic Center 
in Washington, most of them younger people looking for low-skilled work. That reflects Mexico's 
demographics: There are millions of Mexicans in their 20s and 30s born to big families that had no means to 
support education. The median age of Mexico's 107 million people is 25, meaning half are older than that 
age and half are younger. In the U.S., the median is 36.

But the Population Division of the United Nations predicts that by 2050, the situation will be reversed: 
Mexico's median age will rise to 42, while the U.S. will rise to 41.

While an older Mexico with smaller families may be a richer one, that outcome is by no means assured. 
Robert Pastor, director of the Center for North American Studies at American University in Washington, 
says the "critical challenge" for Mexicans is "what they will do with the next 20 years."

Mexico's large working-age population means it should have more tax revenue to spend on job training, 
infrastructure such as power and transportation, and a social-security system. But it could miss the 
opportunity. Currently taxes are low and many rich people evade them. The public-education system is weak 
and the poor often inherit the low-wage jobs of their parents.

If an aging Mexico stagnates, the drive to emigrate to the U.S. may grow stronger than ever. And U.S. 
companies that hope a boom in Mexico's middle class will boost purchases of American goods would be 
disappointed.

Aging expert Richard Jackson says it's hard to predict whether Mexico will prosper. "Every country that 
ever got old got rich first," says Mr. Jackson, senior fellow at Washington's Center for Strategic and 
International Studies.
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Osvaldo, Jose Oswaldo and Sandra Llanes in 
their U.S.-style Mexicali, Mexico, neighborhood.

Ms. Llanes's tale offers some hints of how a brighter future 
might develop for Mexico. She tells of an impoverished 
childhood. On one grim day, she says, her mother showed her 
how to feed the family's littlest children only the cloudy water in 
which she had boiled the rice for everyone else. Ms. Llanes's 
father, Mr. Ramírez, had joined the mass migration from rural 
farmland to big cities by coming to Mexicali, right across the 
border from California, in the mid-1950s.

As the family grew, Mr. Ramírez, an uneducated day laborer 
who died in 1997, found it hard to make ends meet. He joined a 
guest-worker program that brought him to seasonal agriculture 

jobs in the U.S.

"We hardly got to know him as a father. He had to work so much to support us," Ms. Llanes says. One by 
one, the Ramírez children dropped out of school to help feed the family.

Ms. Llanes recalls envying a neighbor family with just three children who wore store-bought clothes and 
went to college. "Seeing how they lived...is what made me decide that I would have a small family," she 
says. But she remembers how older women wondered whether the family was so small because of fertility 
problems or marital discord.

Rapid population growth was long seen as both a religious obligation in largely Roman Catholic Mexico and 
as a goal of public policy. In the early 1970s, demographers began warning that Mexico's population, then 
around 50 million, could triple to 150 million by 2000.

In a policy U-turn, the government set up family-planning clinics, offered free contraception, set sterilization 
quotas at clinics and began an advertising campaign that is still widely remembered. "The small family lives 
better," proclaimed television and radio commercials. In a soap opera called "Accompany Me," popular 
when Ms. Llanes was growing up, a young woman lived in a cramped tenement with 13 siblings. "You've 
condemned your children to live in a hell," she screamed at her mother in one episode.

Today, the government still sends the same message. The Mexican Senate recently voted to extend sex 
education to kindergarten.

The population-control efforts had a huge impact, but not before a flood of Mexicans born in the 1970s, '80s 
and '90s began moving to the U.S. About 11 million Mexican immigrants now live in the U.S., up from less 
than a million in 1970, according to the Pew Hispanic Center.

The vast flow has relieved pressure on Mexico from millions of jobless young people and helped keep its 
population in check. Rodolfo Tuirán, former head of Mexico's National Population Council, says Mexico 
would have another 16 million people today if it hadn't been for the migrants and the children they had in the 
U.S. instead of Mexico.

Two of Ms. Llanes's brothers joined the movement north. Alvaro Ramírez is a farm hand in El Centro, 
Calif., and Bartolo Ramírez works at a gas station in Calexico, Calif., just over the border from Mexicali.

Ms. Llanes decided on another path. After finishing junior high school, she enrolled in a one-year secretarial 
course because "it would have been selfish for me to go on to high school," she says.
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At age 17, she began work at a Mexicali bank where she met her future husband. Osvaldo Llanes also had 
moved from the countryside and concluded that high school would be a luxury. Instead, he took a brief 
accounting course, joined the bank as a clerk and at age 43, now runs four branches of Banamex, a unit of U.
S. giant Citigroup Inc.

On their $26,000 yearly income, the Llaneses live in a three-bedroom home in one of the new U.S.-style 
housing developments that have sprung up for the thousands of young, middle-class families in the 
increasingly prosperous north. They own a second house as an investment.

Young Jose Oswaldo talks of studying engineering in college and, to make sure that happens, his parents are 
putting $40 a month in his college fund. That kind of investment in children's education could bode well for 
Mexico and over the long term reduce the incentive to emigrate to the U.S.

In the shorter term, however, economic development may fuel immigration by giving would-be migrants the 
cash to cross the border. The Pew Hispanic Center says many Mexicans move to the U.S. not because they 
are jobless but because they want a better job than the one they have. Its polls show that 49% of Mexican 
adults would move to the U.S. if they could.

The Mexican government's most optimistic forecast still puts migration at almost 400,000 a year for the next 
25 years -- and more than 500,000 if things go badly with the Mexican economy. In part that's because 
inland farming states that send the most workers to the U.S. are likely to be the last to share in any new 
prosperity.

Mexico's economy has long had trouble creating the kind of opportunities that Mr. and Ms. Llanes enjoyed. 
The Mexican government said recently that its economy created no new private-sector jobs in the first four 
years of President Fox's six-year term, even though more than a million new workers enter the labor force 
yearly.

In another few decades Mexico will have the same kind of aging society as developed nations do today, but 
it is ill-prepared for it. The pension system for state workers faces a shortfall. Private employers are required 
to contribute to a pension system but about half the work force is working off the books. These people have 
little chance of a comfortable pension.

If Mexico doesn't build a nationwide pension system, "coming to the U.S. is your social security," says 
Steve Camarota, a demographer at the Center for Immigration Studies, a Washington research group that 
advocates less immigration.

Mr. Pastor of American University agrees. "We're going to have an unending wave" of illegal immigrants, 
he says, unless governments make adjustments -- not only in Mexico but also in other sluggish and aging 
Latin American countries. The median age in Brazil will rise to 39 in 2050 from 27 today, the U.N. predicts.

Mrs. Llanes is determined that Jose Oswaldo stay in his home country. "I want to prepare my son well 
enough so he can find opportunities in Mexico," she says.
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