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Introduction

On March 3, 2022, an image captured the
world’s attention. At first glance, the scene is
ordinary: you see a bland industrial building
framed by an overhang, power cables, and a
gray sky. Then, your eyes move down, cross
the parallel railroad tracks, and rest on
several empty baby strollers—all different
shapes, sizes, and colors. Their unique
features hint at the means by which they
arrived at the Przemysl train station in
Poland, eight miles from Ukraine.
Individuals took it upon themselves to
quickly find or purchase strollers, winter
coats, and other supplies for mothers and
children fleeing the Russian invasion.!

North Dakota, though far removed from the
war, has demonstrated similar resolve.
Through the Uniting for Ukraine (U4U)
Program, launched on April 24, 2022,
Ukrainians displaced by the Russian invasion
were given a sponsorship pathway to enter
the United States and remain for two years.
In North Dakota, an estimated 500 adults
and 250 children found sponsors (businesses,
families, and community organizations) who
helped them begin new lives in a climate
reminiscent of home.?

On February 27, 2024, U.S. Citizenship and
Immigration Services (USCIS) opened the
door for continued protection by allowing
Ukrainian nationals and their immediate
family members to apply for “re-parole,”
granting them an additional two-year period
of safety and stability. In addition,
Temporary Protected Status (TPS) was made
available to Ukrainians who continuously
resided in the U.S. since August 16, 2023.
TPS allows nationals of certain countries to
legally live and work in the United States
because their home country is experiencing
a severe crisis, making it unsafe for their
return.?

However, both initial re-parole and TPS are
set to expire in 2026. On February 14, 2025,
the United States Citizenship and
Immigration Services (USCIS) instructed
staff to pause adjudications of all pending
immigration applications for those admitted
under U4U.* June 9, 2025, in compliance
with the Svitlana Doe v. Noem proceedings,’
USCIS lifted the administrative pause on
applications filed by U4U beneficiaries.® Yet,
despite the official resumption, very limited
adjudicated cases are being reported in
North Dakota, leaving families uncertain
about their status.
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Employment-based paths to permanent
residency in the United States are often
complicated, expensive, and tied to specific
occupations that require exemplary skill
from applicants. These employment-based
green cards are largely unavailable to U4U
immigrants largely because their entries into

the U.S. were paroles, not admissions.” %9

While some businesses are pursuing these
options, current EB-3 wait times exceed
parole and TPS status, meaning many
Ukrainians’ parole status may expire before
an employment-based visa is available.
Without viable long-term options, many
families fear they will once again be forced
to uproot, adding to their instability.

At the same time, North Dakota has one of
the most severe labor shortages in the
United States. The most recent available data
shows both the North Dakota
unemployment rate and unemployed
persons per job opening ranked second-
lowest, behind South Dakota. Preliminary
numbers in August show that North Dakota’s
unemployment rate is 2.5 percent. Since
January 2022, it has fluctuated between 1.9
and 2.6 percent.!” The average for the United
States, during this same time, has fluctuated
between 8.2 and 4.3 percent.! Unemployed
persons per job opening often signifies a
labor shortage when below 1.0 and a surplus
when above.? As of July, 2025, North Dakota
has 0.5 unemployed persons per job
opening. That number has fluctuated
between 0.3 and 0.5 since January of 2022,
and is typically half of the U.S. average.'®

Businesses in North Dakota report that their
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number one impediment to success is an
inability to attract and retain qualified
workers." Two mid-sized manufacturing
businesses that we spoke with reported
hiring difficulties following the COVID-19
pandemic. They agreed that an increase in
available workers would allow expansion.

While labor force statistics are clear, a
variety of concerns are often expressed
when it comes to filling jobs with
immigrants. However, as academic studies
show, many of these concerns are not
supported by evidence. After exploring the
evidence related to these concerns, we
examine the experience of two mid-sized
manufacturing businesses to show how U4U
has filled critical labor gaps. Last, we identify
policy solutions to prevent an impending
lapse of legal status that would force many
Ukrainians to leave the workforce and the
country.

Immigrant Concerns - Myths vs. Reality

Misconceptions about immigrants can
overshadow the actual contributions of
immigrants to the workforce, local
economies, and community life. These
misconceptions prevail despite numerous
research studies showing that immigrants,
including refugees and parolees like those
from Ukraine, generally complement rather
than compete with native-born workers,
contribute more in taxes than they receive in
benefits, and integrate successfully into
American society.
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Misconception 1: Immigrants and Refugees Are
Taking Away American Jobs

Contrary to the common belief that
immigrants are taking away American jobs,
research shows that the impact of
immigration on native-born employment is
negligible.” '® Immigrants usually settle in
growing regions, and contribute to both
labor supply and demand, expanding
economic activity and creating additional
jobs.??

Misconception 2: Immigrants Are Lowering
Wages

While immigration increases labor supply,
its effect on wages is complex. Immigrants
and native-born workers often differ in
education, skills, and English proficiency,
which reduces

direct competition.” For instance, 29 percent
of immigrant adults lack a high school
diploma compared to 9 percent of natives.
Some studies show minor wage reductions
for native-born high school dropouts, but
wage increases for other groups.” ¥ Overall,
wage effects are limited and often positive
for most workers. In North Dakota, where
roughly 500 Ukrainian adults and 250
children have resettled under the U4U
program and 486 are employed, this
population is too small to alter the state’s
labor market.?

Misconception 3: Immigrants and Refugees Are
Abusing the Welfare State: They Take More than
They Give
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Claims that immigrants overuse public
assistance are not supported by research.
Refugees have historically been able to
access certain federally funded programs
such as TANF, SNAP, and medical assistance,
but these benefits are limited in duration
and subject to strict work requirements.'®2°
For example, some benefits end after four
months or five years (TANF), and recipients
must accept the first job offered.”* A 2015
Washington Post study found the average
cost of resettling a refugee is $8,314?%, a small
price when their labor participation helps fill
employment gaps. All immigrants are
subject to taxes, including undocumented
workers, who contribute an estimated $7
billion annually to Social Security despite
not being able to enjoy the social security
benefits.?

U4U humanitarian parolees were made
eligible for public assistance under the
Additional Ukraine Supplemental
Appropriations Act of 2022.° The One Big
Beautiful Bill Act (OBBBA)?® imposes new
limits on immigrant eligibility for programs
such as Medicaid and SNAP, effectively
ending benefit access for most U4U parolees.
Because re-parole processing is now lagging
behind work authorization expiration, many
Ukrainians in North Dakota are caught in
limbo, unable to earn income or receive
support while waiting for USCIS re-parole
processing.

Myth 4: Immigrants Are a Major Source of Crime

This is probably the oldest misconception
about immigrants, which has been around
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for more than a century.However,
research does not find any consistent
link between immigrants and crime.?
Instead, immigrant-intensive
neighborhoods are often found to have
lower crime rates.'® ? While crime rates
vary by immigration status, and a higher
conviction rate has been found among
undocumented immigrants than
documented immigrants, evidence
from states like Texas indicates that both
legal and undocumented immigrants
have lower crime rates than native-born
people.?® 29

Misconception 5: Immigrants Pose a
Terrorism Threat

The statistical risk of terrorism imposed
by immigrants is extremely low. From
1975 to 2017, the annual chance of being
killed in a terrorist attack committed by
a foreign-born individual in the U.S. was
1 in 3.8 million."” Stricter vetting
procedures since 9/11 have further
reduced such risks. Between 2002 and
2016, only one radicalized terrorist
entered the U.S. per 29 million visa or
status approvals.°

In summary, the above research
evidence indicates that the most
common claims that immigrants “take
jobs,” depress wages, overuse public
benefits, raise crime or security risks are
myths rather than reality. In North
Dakota’s exceptionally tight labor
market, a small U4U cohort operates as
a complementary workforce that fills
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vacancies, sustains local demand, and pays
taxes while integrating over time. With
misconceptions addressed, the relevant
question is not whether Ukrainians impose
net costs, but how to retain and channel their
contributions.

Business Experience with U4U

The most recent data regarding U4U
immigrants in North Dakota reveal they
work in many industries, usually in small
numbers for each employer. This makes it
difficult to estimate lost GDP or how likely
and quickly positions would be filled without
these workers. Yet, a failure to provide a
pathway to immigration is highly impactful
on their lives and the communities where
they live and work. The industry with the
largest number of U4U immigrants is
energy, oil and gas, with 154 individuals.
Second is manufacturing with 46 employed.?
We were able to interview two mid-sized
manufacturing companies to hear their
experience with the U4U program and
employees.

Case Study 1: TrueNorth Steel

Ole Rommesmo Sr., a Norwegian
immigrant, opened Fargo Tank in 1945,
which later became TrueNorth Steel. We
spoke with company president Dan Kadrmas
who reflected on this history and shared
current workforce challenges. The company
hires a great deal of coating applicators and
welders to produce structural steel for
buildings, storage tanks, bridges, and
corrugated pipe used in drainage systems.

October 2025



Sheila and Robert Challey Institute
for Global Innovation and Growth

North Dakota State University

In July 2023, a labor market analysis
revealed an acute shortage of prospective
workers. The company had roughly 30 open
positions to fill for a newly acquired plant in
West Fargo. This left them with the decision
to either pay a hiring agency to attract talent
from other companies for a large fee (up to
20 percent of the salary) or to recruit
Ukrainian parolees through the U4U
program. While there were legal fees, these
and other costs associated with recruiting
Uk rainians were significantly lower than
using a hiring agency. TrueNorth Steel even
paid for travel, housing, utilities, cell phone
service, and transportation for the first few
months. They secured apartments near bus
lines, grocery stores, and clinics to provide
employees with a soft landing.

Dan says the attitude and work ethic of U4U
employees has strengthened the energy on
the shop floor. “They showed up with a

backpack and, maybe, a few hundred dollars.

They’re loyal. They’re grateful. They’ve
taken jobs we couldn’t find people to take
on. They’re doing everything they can to
work on their own and be self-sufficient.” A
handful of employees have since been
promoted into leadership roles, supervising
and training newer workers.

Today, TrueNorth Steel faces a looming
challenge. Several key U4U employees are
just months away from losing their parole
status. While U4U re-parole has been
approved by the Department of Homeland
Security, the slow pace of re-parole
approvals risks leaving employees without
permission to work.
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Without timely approvals, they may be
forced to return to Ukraine or seek refuge in
another country. TrueNorth Steel’s
leadership is doing what they can to keep
employees, including seeking EB-3 green
cards. At stake is up to ten percent of their
workforce at the West Fargo plant. Dan
summed it up simply: “These have been
loyal employees, always wanting to return
the favor. | hope we can do the same.”

Case Study 2: ComDel Innovation

We spoke with Jim Albrecht, president of
ComDel Innovation. He mentioned that the
company faced a similarly tight labor market
and had success with the U4U program.

Shortly after COVID, the company didn't
take on any new business, solely because it
would require more staff, which was hard to
come by in Wahpeton. They turned to the
U4U program for its ability to bring
Ukrainian immigrants to the region and
allow them to work almost immediately.
This opened the door to continue
supporting existing business and bring on
new opportunities. Currently, CombDel
Innovation employs Ukrainians under U4U
parole, TPS, and through the asylum-
seeking process.

What has stood out in employing Ukrainian
workers has been their familiarity and
appreciation for North Dakota. The
Ukrainian immigrants fit well into the
community as their heritage is similar to
those who live here.
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Many residents of Wahpeton had
grandparents and great-grandparents settle
in this region from northern and eastern
Europe over 100 years ago. One Ukrainian
employee shared, “l really like North
Dakota. | would love to stay here.” The
numbers back up the sentiment. Employee
retention with Ukrainians has been high.

Donations from community members and
support from the company helped furnish
the apartments of U4U recruits. Additionally,
CombDel Innovation supported the process
to get U4U recruits to North Dakota and
helped get them settled into the community.
Given the value these workers have added to
CombDel Innovation’s team, it’s clear that
these investments have paid off.

Like TrueNorth Steel, ComDel Innovation is
at risk of losing this committed and grateful
workforce. Some employees, seeing no hope
that U4U parole renewal processing will
occur in time, have left the region, moving
to other parts of the U.S. or outside of the
country.

The ComDel Innovation team has a big
heart for the immigrant employees and is
doing what they can to provide options for
them to stay. This includes filing PERM
applications, which require are a U.S.
Department of Labor process confirming no
qualified U.S. workers are available. These
require months of preparation, stages of
review, and can cost thousands of dollars per
employee in legal and administrative fees.
Despite these challenges and the uncertainty
involved, ComDel Innovation continues to
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pursue every available pathway to retain
these workers, who have become integral to
both operations and the community.

Solutions and Conclusion

The businesses we spoke with said Ukrainian
employees worked hard, often signed up for
jobs that other workers avoided, and took on
additional hours when needed. Perhaps most
surprising to an outsider but clear to a
business operator, these employees boosted
the morale of the entire company; their
positivity, gratitude, and work ethic inspired
those who worked there long-term.

While the employers are willing to support
these workers, USCIS continues to lag in
processing U4U re-parole applications. This
could mean that Ukrainians will be forced to
return to Ukraine or another country,
leaving behind empty apartments, unpaid
car loans, business losses, and a community
that wants them to stay. On top of that, the
tight labor market in North Dakota means
businesses will struggle to replace these
workers and expand.

A few targeted policy steps could resolve this
problem. USCIS could prioritize processing
for humanitarian parole renewals. The
Department of Homeland Security could
extend Temporary Protected Status beyond
2026, and policymakers could create a short
grace period (typically 60 days) between the
expiration of status and renewal approval,
similar to those given to other work visa
holders, to keep workers from falling out of
status. Finally, Congress could pass
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a Ukrainian Adjustment Act, following the
model of the Cuban Adjustment Act (1966)*,
NACARA (1997)*?, or the Refugee Crisis in
Irag Act (2008)*?, which created pathways to
permanent residency for similarly
vulnerable groups. In fact, a bill titled “The
Ukrainian Adjustment Act of 2025” was
introduced on April 30" in the U.S. House of
Representatives and referred to the House
Committee on the Judiciary.** These are
federal actions that require advocacy from
North Dakota’s congressional delegation. It
is up to the state to clearly voice its position
and needs to federal decision-makers.

North Dakota businesses have shown that
they are willing to invest in these employees
by providing housing, transportation, legal
assistance, and training. Our government
acted quickly in 2022 to welcome Ukrainians
through U4U. We now need that same
urgency to keep them here—for the sake of
families who have built their lives in North
Dakota, for the state’s long-term economic
growth, and for the credibility of America’s
promise to those we have already welcomed.
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