
 

        

 

  

THE HISTORY OF IMMIGRATION TO MINNESOTA 

• The first peoples living in the region now known as Minnesota were members of diverse Native American tribes 
who settled in the area as long ago as 6000 B.C.   

• The Ojibwe and Dakota, the largest tribes living in Minnesota in the early and mid-nineteenth century, both had 
well-established societies based on hunting and gathering when the first French and French Canadian traders arrived 
to establish fur posts among them. 

• By 1850, many settlers from New England as well as immigrants from Norway, Sweden, Ireland, and Germany had 
settled in Minnesota.  Drawn by the lure of inexpensive farmland and a growing industrial base, diverse groups 
continued to migrate to Minnesota.   

• By 1896, official election instructions were being issued in nine languages:  English, German, Norwegian, Swedish, 
Finnish, French, Czech, Italian, and Polish. 

• Minnesota became a significant immigration state as a result of the wave of immigration to the United States at the 
turn of the century.  This first major wave of immigration to Minnesota peaked around 1900, with more than 60% of 
the immigrants came from Sweden, Norway, and Germany. 

• While the foreign-born population in the United States was only 15% in the 1890s, the foreign-born population for 
Minnesota was 40%.  

• Another wave of immigration to Minnesota, which began after the Vietnam War, marked a change in the ethnic 
makeup of Minnesota’s immigrant populations.  This wave peaked in the 1980s when hundreds of refugees from 
Southeast Asia, aided by local churches, were resettled in Minnesota communities.  Minnesota’s ethnic mix—
originally comprised of Native Americans, African Americans, and immigrants from diverse Western European 
countries—was further enriched by new populations primarily from Southeast Asia, Africa, Latin America, and 
Eastern Europe.1

 

MINNESOTA’S CURRENT FOREIGN-BORN POPULATION 

• The term “foreign-born” refers to naturalized citizens, legal permanent residents, refugees, asylees, foreign 
students, and undocumented immigrants. 

• The current foreign-born populations in Minnesota are growing in number and diversity.  However, only 
6.3% of Minnesota’s population is foreign-born, which is less than half the national average.2 

• In 2004, 11,708 of the 946,142 immigrants admitted to the U.S. intended to reside in Minnesota.  That 
means Minnesota receives approximately 1.2% of all new foreign-born arrivals.3 

 

REFUGEES IN MINNESOTA 

• Refugees are persons who are forced to flee persecution in their country of origin.  The Minnesota 
Department of Human Services estimates that more than 70,500 refugees live in Minnesota.4 

• In a given year, 25-50% of Minnesota’s immigrants are refugees, compared to 8% nationally.5 

• 13,500 refugees from about 30 different countries were resettled in Minnesota from 1999-2003, accounting 
for just over 2% of all refugees admitted nationally.  Though the number each year may fluctuate, the 
percentage resettling in Minnesota is expected to be stable.6 

• In the last two decades, refugees have tended to come from the former Soviet Union, Bosnia, Somalia, 
Sudan, Ethiopia, Eritrea, Liberia, Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia.   

• Federal, state, and community agencies give these estimates of Minnesota’s largest refugee populations: 7 
 

  Hmong  60,000  Former Soviet Republics 12,500 
Vietnamese 25,000  Ethiopian   7,500 
Somali  25,000  Cambodian   7,500 
Laotian  13,000 

 

THE FACTS:   

IMMIGRATION IN MINNESOTA 
 



According to reports from local immigrant communities, Minnesota is home to the largest Somali population 
in the United States.8  The Twin Cities area is host to the largest Hmong community in the world outside of 
Asia.9  An estimated 400 Hmong-owned businesses have contributed to the revitalization of urban areas in 
the Twin Cities metropolitan area: St. Paul, North Minneapolis, Brooklyn Park, and Brooklyn Center in 
particular.10  Unique, yet smaller immigrant communities in Minnesota include the largest group of Oromo – 
an ethnic group from Ethiopia – outside of that country, the second largest group of Tibetans in the U.S., 
and a concentration of West African refugees from Liberia and Sierra Leone. 

 

UNDOCUMENTED WORKERS IN MINNESOTA 

• The number of undocumented people residing in Minnesota is difficult to estimate.  The number of 
undocumented people residing in Minnesota is difficult to estimate.  Pew Hispanic Research estimates the 
unauthorized immigrants to Minnesota to be between 55,000-85,000.11 

• Undocumented labor in Minnesota is concentrated in the trade, service, agriculture, construction, and 
manufacturing sectors.  Additionally, there is an indirect impact of undocumented labor on other sectors, 
such as real estate and government.  A 2000 report by HACER-MN, estimates that undocumented labor is 
worth almost $1.6 billion to the Minnesota economy, and if the undocumented were suddenly removed, 
Minnesota’s economic growth would decline by 40%.12 

 

OTHER FACTS 

• According to the 2000 Census, 143,382 members of the Chicano/Latino population live in Minnesota – 
nearly 60% are U.S. citizens by birth,13 with only 57,573 having immigrated to this country during their 
lifetime.14 

• Minneapolis Public schools report more than 90 languages other than English are spoken in the homes of 
their students,15 and in St. Paul Public Schools, 41% of students come from a home where one of 103 
languages or dialects is spoken.16 

• Immigrants are increasingly settling in and enriching Minnesota communities with their economic and 
cultural contributions.  The past few years have seen a growth of diversity in Greater Minnesota, outside of 
the Twin Cities.  Here, immigrants play a special economic role as some rural communities face the 
phenomena of aging workers and population losses.  In South Central Minnesota, the Latino workforce 
added an estimated $484 million per year, consequently lowering the tax rates for non-Latino residents of 
the area.17 
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