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Asia Matters  
for America

Asia’s increasing importance to the 
United States is the stuff of conventional wisdom. 
Newspapers are full of stories of the ascent of 
China and India among other regional countries 
and how their rise is affecting the US. What is 
less well-known is how Asia matters for America 
at the level of each US state and congressional 
district across a range of economic and social 
variables ranging from exports, employment 
based on exports, revenue generated by Asian 
students, temporary visas granted to work in 
America, tourism and ethnicity/immigration 
that impact American lives and society. 

Asia’s impact is increasingly being seen and 
felt across America — not just restricted to big 
or coastal states that have traditional links with 
region. Who knew, for example, that Idaho, 
New Mexico, Maine and Vermont rank among 
the top ten US states in terms of their share of 
exports going to Asia in 2007? Or that 76 percent 
of Nevada’s international students came from 
Asia in 2005-2006, the highest proportion in 
the country? Or that the fastest growing states 
in terms of the population of those who identify 
themselves as “Asian alone” in the national cen-
sus include Wyoming, Montana, South Dakota, 
New Hampshire and Nevada. Did you know that 
Louisana’s 5th District had nearly $3 billion in 
exports to Asia in 2007 — 36 percent of the dis-
trict’s total and the highest among any congres-
sional district in the southeastern US? 

Making such information accessible in a 
systematic, credible and interactive way is 
the basis for a new initiative of the East-West 
Center in Washington entitled Asia Matters for 
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50% of Alaska’s 
foreign-born 
population are 
from Asia

4.4% and 15.2%  
of Hawaii’s population 
are made up  
of Chinese and 
Japanese, respectively

Map Key

The circles show the population of 
the nine US States with the highest 
Asian population, as a percentage 
of the total state population. 

 Total State population 

 Total number of Asian people

$344m
The dollar figures show the top nine 
US states in terms of revenue that is 
generated by international students 
from Asia and the Pacific.

Nevada’s 2,341 Asian 
students make up 76% of 
its international students, 
the highest proportion in 
the country
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Asia Ethnicity in America
People from Asia or of Asian heritage make up a 
significant portion of the US population. 

Asians constituted 4% of the American population 
in 2006, numbering 13.1 million. Americans born in 
Asia numbered 9.4 million of a total US foreign born 
population of 37.5 million. There were also 282, 948 
international students from Asia in the 2005-2006 
academic year.

44% of the Asian 
population in Louisiana 
is Vietnamese

Iowa has the thrid most 
Asian students per 
capita in the country. 
They make up 59% of 
Iowa’s international 
student population
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Fastest growing Asian populations 
 2002-2006 (%)

39% of the Asian 
population in New 
York is Chinese

From which areas of the 
Asia-Pacific do foreign-born 
immigrants come? 2006 (%)

Southeast: Brunei, 
Burma, Cambodia, 
Indonesia, Laos, 
Malaysia, Philippines, 
Singapore, Thailand, 
Vietnam, East Timor
East: China, Japan,  
North Korea, South 
Korea, Mongolia, Taiwan, 
Hong Kong

South-Central: 
Afghanistan, Bangladesh, 
Bhutan, India, Maldives, 
Nepal, Pakistan, Sri Lanka
Oceania: Australia, Fiji, 
Kiribati, Marshall Islands, 
Micronesia, Nauru, New 
Zealand, Palau, Papua 
New Guinea, Samoa, 
Solomon Islands, Tonga, 
Tuvalu, Vanuatu

Oceania (1.6%) Other (0.4%)

South-Central 
(26%)

Southeast 
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19% of the Asian 
population in 
Colorado is Korean

3% of New Jersey’s 
population are made 
up of Asian Indians

47% of  the  
Asian population  
in Delaware is  
Asian Indian

Masschusetts has the 
most Asian students 
per capita on the U.S 
mainland with 203 per 
100,000 residents

35% of Minnesota’s  
foreign-born population 
are from Asia
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Where it all goes to in Asia
Asia represents one of the largest destinations of 
American merchandise exports, contributing US$305 
billion in 2007. This is more than exports to the EU.
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Employment from  
Manufactured Exports to Asia
In 2005, the labor force in the US numbered 150 million. 
The total employed in the manufactured exports to Asia 
industries represent 1.5% (1,515,026) of this. The top 10 
states by number of jobs make up 58%of this workforce.

= 1,000,000 people

Exports to Asia 
make up 12% of 
Washington’s state 
GDP, the most in 
the nation. The US 
average is 2.3%

Vermont’s exports to Asia 
make up 6.5% of state 
GDP in 2007, the third 
highest in the country.

Asia accounts for 
79.8% of Hawaii’s 
$706 million in 
exports, the highest 
share of any state.

global asia Feature Essay Asia Matters for America

290,511California

108,427 TExas

105,790 
Washington

71,256 Illinois

57,778 Oregon

54,777 New York

635,097
Other states

52,715 
Massachusetts
47,796 Ohio

46,953
Pennsylvania

43,926
North Carolina



69

global asia  Vol.3, No. 3

mongolia

afghanistan

pakistan

india

Nepal bhutan

bangladesh
burma

thailand

vietnam

cambodia

laos

philippines

Australia

Papua New Guinea

New Zealand

japanNorth Korea

South Korea
china

bruneimalaysia

singapore

indonesia

Satu Limaye is director and Aaron Siirila is 
program associate at the East-West Center 
in Washington, DC.

The East-West Center is an education and 
research organization established by the 
US Congress in 1960 to strengthen relations 
and understanding among the peoples 
and nations of Asia, the Pacific, and the 
United States. The Center contributes to a 
peaceful, prosperous, and just Asia Pacific 
community by serving as a vigorous hub 
for cooperative research, education, and 
dialogue on critical issues of common 
concern to the Asia Pacific region and the 
United States. Funding for the Center comes 
from the US government, with additional 
support provided by private agencies, 
individuals, foundations, corporations, and 
the governments of the region.

Additional data from the Asia  
Matters for America project can be found  
at www.asiamattersforamerica.org.

America (AMA) which comprises both a website,  
www.asiamattersforamerica.org, and printed 
materials in the form of map-brochures and 
summaries for all 50 states and each of 435 con-
gressional districts on how the region matters 
to America. Asia Matters for America reveals 
surprising findings through the use of maps, 
charts, graphs, and raw data, allowing compari-
son across countries, states and districts. This 
graphical, interactive website displays quantita-
tive data in innovative and understandable ways, 
allowing both subject experts and laypersons to 
understand how Asia matters at the US state 
and local level. AMA uses publically available 
data from US government sources for data on 
employment, exports, Asian alone ethnicity and 
foreign-born data, and data from the Institute of 
International Education (IIE) for student data. 
Some data were analyzed by third parties to de-
velop Congressional District estimates.

As debates heat up in this US election and 
beyond about America’s economic future and 
globalization and the implications of a rising 
Asia for the US, the linking of macro-themes 
with local situations will be a more visible fea-
ture and AMA provides a ready reference for 
these debates. 
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Total exports to asia

Map Key
2007

The colors in the US map  
show the percentage share  
of total exports. 
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The colors in the Asia Pacific 
map show the dollar amounts of 
imports from the US. 

 Up to $0.1bn	  $0.1 – 5bn

 $5 – 20bn	  $20 – 65bn

$11.88
The dollar figures show the top 
ten US states in terms of volume 
of exports to Asia in 2007.


